ABSTRACT

In the last several years, there has been an influx of African refugees into
American cities. Many of those refugees are Christians. These Christian refugees are not
integrating into American churches. This study focuses on why African Christian refugees
are not integrating into American churches and what can be done to mitigate the problem.

To address the problem, I asked four major questions. 1. Why is integration
of African Christian refugees into American churches important? 2. What are the major
hindrances that may impede successful integration of African Christian refugees into
American churches? 3. What strategies, if any, are churches trying in order to facilitate and
enhance that integration? and 4. Is there any evidence of success via some of those
strategies?

To address these questions, I interviewed twenty-seven pastors and lay
leaders of African refugee congregations in Lexington Kentucky and its surroundings. I also
interviewed nine pastors and leaders of select American host churches that are involved with
African refugees, either with a significant number of refugees worshiping in their churches,
or an African refugee congregation sharing their worship space.

This study finds that Hospitality is imperative to the integration of African
Christian refugees into the American churches. The period African refugees receive support
following resettlement is too short.

This research finds that although all American churches participating in the
study had a group of refugees sharing their building, some acknowledged that they knew
very little about the African refugees. This reveals that although they had offered refugees a
place to meet for worship, little or no relationships had been forged between the two groups.
Therefore, Churches must work to build relationships in order to get to know the stranger.

This study finds that Partnering with African Christian refugees to do mission
is empowering for both the sponsoring church and the refugee population. American host
congregations that have integrated African refugees have experienced increased growth and
vitality. African refugee congregations that have been integrated into American churches are
healthier and engaged in more ministries than those who are not integrated.

This study finds that cross-cultural and theological training for African
refugee pastors is vital, but so would Cross-cultural training be for American pastors.

While the African Christian refugee community needs a place to worship, sharing
worship space can be a challenge.

African refugees’ experiences often lead to psychological problems
that affect their efforts to integrate. This research finds that African refugees' mental health
problems are often overlooked.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Background to the study
I had the privilege of working with African Christian refugees in Lexington
Kentucky for five years. Sometimes I volunteered my service as needed and other times I
was paid for the services. During that period, I observed a trend among those African
Christian refugees that suggested that they were finding it hard to integrate into the
American churches. When they first arrived in the United States for example, most of the
refugees would start by attending an American church. After some time, they would move
out of that initial contact church. Some wandered around between churches before they
retreated to an all African church mostly started by other African immigrants. Others quit
attending church altogether. Most of those African refugee-initiated congregations lack the
resources to own, rent, manage or maintain a church building on their own, and therefore
borrow space or congregate in homes.

One of the congregations I have observed during this research project is the
Focused Missional Pentecostal Church (FMPC). This is a small but vibrant congregation
that was started by African refugees in Lexington, Kentucky who found it hard to integrate
into the American churches. The church consists mainly of refugees from Congo and
Burundi. It is part of the Focused Missional Pentecostal Churches in the United States. The
denomination has spread to Kentucky, Tennessee, Alabama, Illinois, Georgia, Texas and a
few other states. In Lexington, Kentucky the group currently shares worship space with
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another established American Church. They use the building only when the American
congregation does not need it. Why are they an alternative congregation and not a part of the
main congregation?

Many FMPC congregations, like other immigrant churches, meet in rented
spaces or in their homes. Some borrow worship spaces from established American churches
and so worship only after the host church has finished its worship.1 In Beyond Christendom:
Globalization, African Migration, and the Transformation of the West, Jehu J. Hanciles
shows this phenomenon has become widespread. The motivation behind the start of these
immigrant congregations, he writes, is that immigrants feel they do not “fit in” to
mainstream churches. They feel alienated. Thus, their spiritual needs go unmet (Hanciles:
2008:381).

Most refugee resettlement agencies also either use churches as co-sponsors or are
affiliated to a church or churches. An example is the Kentucky Refugee Ministry (KRM), “a
non-profit organization dedicated to providing resettlement services to refugees through
faith-and agency- based co-sponsorship in order to promote self-sufficiency and successful
integration into the community" (http://www.kyrm.org/). One of the ways KRM partners
with local churches is by asking congregations to sponsor a new refugee family. This mainly
involves acts of hospitality. The goal is to welcome and assist these families to start
rebuilding their lives in a new home. Sponsoring church volunteers gather donations of

1
An interview I conducted with leaders of Focused Missional Pentecostal Church in Lexington KY in
2009, for a class project led to this knowledge. Many who worshiped in this congregation reported that they
had attempted to join one or more American churches without success before joining Focused missional
Pentecostal Church.
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furniture and furnish homes for their incoming refugee family. Volunteers from sponsoring
churches meet and welcome new refugees on arrival at the airport. The volunteers spend
about three months with the refugees introducing and orienting them to the American culture
and their new communities. For example, the volunteers help refugees acquire required
documentation like social security numbers for smooth resettlement in the USA by offering
rides to the necessary offices. Church volunteers also introduce them to the American school
system and help the new refugees enroll their children in schools. Some help refugees find
English as a second language (ESL) classes and offer rides to those classes.

Testimonies from both the sponsors and African refugees prove that when these
sponsoring church volunteers forge relationships with their new neighbors, embracing them
into their communities, then both parties learn and benefit from the experience. Sponsoring
volunteers are required to honor the new refugee family's religious beliefs, without intention
of conversion. However, in cases where the new family share similar religious beliefs as
their sponsors, conversations about religion are allowed. This presents an opportunity for the
sponsoring church to invite the new refugee family to the church. Some sponsors do invite
the new refugee families to church. However, the refugees do not seem to stay in those
churches for long. Other sponsors do not invite the new families to church. Is a mission
opportunity, either way, being lost? This research project explores the dynamics of
integration into church or the failure to integrate, and thus reveals where and how a mission
opportunity is lost.
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Statement of the Problem
My experience working with African refugees accords with the research
findings of Jehu J. Hanciles, Beyond Christendom: Globalization, African Migration, and the
Transformation of the West; Thorsten Prill, Global Mission on our Doorstep: Forced
Migration and the future of the Church; Warner Kahl, A Theological Perspective: The
Common Missionary Vocation of Mainline and Migrant Churches; and Christine D. Pohl,
Biblical Issues in Mission and Migration which all imply that certain preconceived ideas that
American Christians and churches have of African refugees as ministry recipients keep
American churches from integrating African refugees into the church and from seeing African
refugees as potential partners in mission. While I agree with these research findings, it is
possible that African Christian refugees also hold preconceived ideas about American
Christians and churches which could also hinder proper integration. There also could be other
factors at play.

A related issue, as I have mentioned above, is that as soon as the refugees'
physical needs are met and they are able to find their way around, most of them withdraw
from the sponsoring churches. This, therefore, raises the question, why do they not stay and
integrate into those first contact churches? What can be done to facilitate and enhance that
integration? For reasons I will outline, that would be a desirable outcome for both the
American congregations and the refugees. This study will demonstrate why this integration
is not happening, drawing attention to the challenges both the African Christian refugee
community and the American church are facing and offer suggestions to help mitigate these
challenges. As a part of this research project, I will present a case study of a church that is
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succeeding in this integration effort, and will ask what that integration looks like both from
their perspective and from mine, and then I will develop a set of conclusions that might be
applicable to other churches seeking to integrate refugees.

Hypothesis
I want to test an assumption in the course of this project – that is whether or not the
pre-existing impressions held by American Christians as well as African refugees about each
other tend to create conditions and relationships that impede the full integration and
participation of African refugees into the body life and missions of local churches.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study therefore is to identify common preconceptions
American Christians have of African refugee Christians, as well as those African Christian
refugees have of American Christians, with a view to understanding how cultural and
stereotypical impressions may impede the full integration of migrants into the American
church and how churches might be able to mitigate the problem.

Research Questions
The following research questions will be employed in order to accomplish the stated
purpose of the study.
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1. Why is integration of African Refugees into American churches important?

2. What are the major hindrances that may impede successful integration of African
refugees into American Churches?

3. What strategies, if any, are churches trying in order to facilitate and enhance that
integration?

4. Is there any evidence of success via some of these strategies?

Significance of the Study
Three facts make this study significant today. First is the current reality of
immigration and its possible missiological implications for the American church as well as
other unreached people among the African immigrant community and beyond. Considering
the fact that immigration is a major feature of the 21st century, we should take seriously
what Samuel Escobar, as well as other contemporary missiologists, has observed, that "the
massive global migration we see today presents unparalleled opportunities for ministry"
(Samuel Escobar, "Mission Fields on the Move," Christianity Today 54, No.5 May 2010:1).

This fact is twofold. First, immigration brings non-believers into America
providing an opportunity for the American church to reach them with the Good News.
Escobar has observed that "migrants are people in transition, people on the move who are
experiencing the loss of roots. They are usually open to new commitments and ready to
assume faith in a personal way" (Escobar, 2010:1).
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Immigration is bringing both Christians and non-Christians to the United States. For
example, Enoch Wan claims "there are 70,000 Somali refugees living in Minnesota alone,
and most of these had lived in refugee camps in Kenya and Ethiopia before resettling in the
United States. Wan adds that these Somali refugees are not 'assimilating' like previous ethnic
groups" (Wan 2011: 290). This presents an opportunity to reach the Somali population

On the other hand, many of those migrating to North America and other Western
countries come from the very regions where the church is thriving. Many of them are
already believers, strong in their faith and willing to share their faith. This can be a source of
revitalization for the American church if the church is visionary and quick to grab the
opportunity. On this, Hanciles observes that "... from both biblical and a historical
perspective, every Christian migrant is a potential missionary. Precisely because the
heartlands of global Christianity are now in the South, contemporary South-North
migrations form the taproot of a major non-Western mission movement" (Hanciles 2008:
378). On this same point, Timothy Tennent argues that "The immigrant population actually
presents the greatest hope for Christian renewal in North America" (Timothy Tennet,
"Christian Perspective on Immigration", [accessed March 5, 2014]).

The current state of the church in the United States and the West also make
this study significant. Diana Bass has argued that for more than two decades many
Christians in America denied the fact that Christianity was in decline. She wrote

" ... Their assessment seemed true for two or three decades, but it is no longer the case, for in
the first decade of the twenty-first century, even the most conservative Christian churches
have stopped growing. Membership gains have slowed to a crawl, and in some cases,
membership is dwindling. Churches in the Baptist Convention, the Missouri Synod Lutheran
Church and the conservative Presbyterian Church in America are reporting loses that
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resemble declines their mainline counterparts suffered in the 1970s... Indeed, the first decade
of the Twenty-First century could rightly be called the Great Religious Recession" (Diana
Butler Bass, Christianity After Religion: The End of Church and the Birth of a New Spiritual
Awakening, 2012:19).

Also, in the past decade other Scholars like Phillip Jenkins, Andrew Walls, and
Lamin Sanneh called the world's attention to the fact that the center of Christianity was
changing drastically from the West to the global South. The following table shows these
predictions.

Table 1:1 The Changing Distribution of Christian Believers in the World.

1900

1970

2010

2050

Africa

10

143

493

1,031

Asia

22

96

352

601

North

79

211

286

333

62

270

544

655

Europe

381

492

588

530

Oceania

5

18

28

38

Total

558

1,230

2,291

3,188

America
Latin
America

Number of Christians in millions. Source: (World Christian Database. http:
www.worldchristiandatabase.org/wed. [Accessed 01/01/2014]).
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This observation predicts a disturbing decline of overall Christian population
for the American church. However, my expectation is that the church in North America
would experience a renewal and reverse the decline trend if the church will see the current
immigration as an opportunity for mission to and with the African immigrants. This could be
a possibility if the American church will be receptive to the Christian immigrants settling in
the US, integrate them into the churches, and partner with them to do missions especially
among other non-Christian immigrants. To some extent, this may already be happening as
Carpenter writes "The United States would be moving much more rapidly toward a postChristian status were it not for these fresh infusions of believers" (Joel B. Carpenter in
Hanciles 2008: xviii).

J.D. Payne further shows that partnering with immigrants including refugees who are
already Christians, can actually be an effective mission strategy. In this, Payne emphasizes
training immigrants as missionaries and then supporting them to plant churches among other
unreached immigrants as well as supporting them to go back to their own people as
missionaries (Payne 2012:116-125). Either way, this would be a benefit for both the
American church and the African Christian refugees.

As I noted before, immigration brings to America people from countries where doing
mission work is either very hard, or impossible, also known as closed countries. This is
missiologically significant in two ways. First, there is the opportunity, as Prill's book title
calls it, of a "Global Mission on our Doorstep" (Prill:2008). No visa or other permits are
required to do work in the mission field next door. Escobar also observes that "growing
Muslim or Hindu communities in Western cities have become a new evangelistic challenge
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that tests the quality of our Christian lives as well as our ability to communicate the gospel"
(Escobar 2003:14).

In addition, this situation presents an opportunity for other religions in
America to grow as well. Christians in America are not the only group looking for
opportunities to reach out to these immigrants. Other religious groups are also targeting
them. If Christians fail to seize the opportunity, other religions will. Michael Snyder in a
recent research report claims that Islam ranks as the fastest growing religion in America.
From the year 2000 to the year 2010, census data reveal that the number of Muslims living
inside the United States increased by about 1 million to 2.6 million – a stunning increase of
66.7 percent. A lot of this growth is being fueled by immigration. Other research in 2007
discovered that 39 percent of all adult Muslims living in America were immigrants that
had arrived in the United States since 1990 (Snyder 2013:50). A big number of immigrants
however are converting to Islam upon arrival into the United States. This shows that
Muslims are intentionally reaching out to those new immigrants especially refugees.

Therefore, as Escobar advices, "Churches should see migration as an opportunity for
evangelism," as he further observes that "a church's embrace of a migrant becomes a
symbolic prelude to the experience of being received by Jesus Christ and finding salvation
in him" (Escobar 2003:4).

Equally significant for this study is the fact that the church has a mandate and a
responsibility to welcome the stranger. As Jesus said, "I was a stranger and you welcomed
me" (Mathew 25:35). Reaching out to the refugees and welcoming them into the church is
one way to show hospitality and minister to the stranger. The church has a responsibility to
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fulfill the great commission of making disciples of all nations. All nations include immigrant
communities. Christians are also commanded to love all people. Evangelism is more an
expression of a commandment than a great commission. It should therefore grow out of love
for the other.

Definitions of terms
Diaspora(s): The term "diaspora" derives from the Greek word for scattered, sown
or dispersed" (Michael Rynkiewich, "Pacific Islands Diaspora" Pacific Studies, Vol. 35
No.1, April 2012:3). The term was first applied to the Jews who scattered after the war with
Rome in 70 A.D. Stephane Dufoix further notes that Diaspora has become a term that refers
to any phenomenon of dispersion from a place; the organization of an ethnic, national, or
religious community in one or more countries; a population spread over more than one
territory; the places of dispersion; any non-territorial space where exchanges take place and
so on" (Stephane Dufoix, Diasporas. 2008: 2). This definition agrees with that of Lewellen
who defines Diaspora as the "Dispersal from a homeland to multiple countries and often
implies forced dispersal" (Ted Lewellen, The Anthropology of Globalization: Cultural
Anthropology enters the 21st Century. 2002:130).

Immigrant: An immigrant is "one who leaves his country of citizenship to
live permanently, or for a long term, in another country", while "migrant is used to refer to a
person who leaves his country of citizenship, often multiple times and to different countries
and returns without making a significant long-term social investment in the country or
countries of destination" (Lewellen 2002:130).
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There are two kinds of immigrants namely voluntary and involuntary, the
latter also called forced immigrants. Forced immigrants refer to those people who are
compelled to flee their homes to escape persecution or other forms of conflict as opposed to
voluntary immigrants who move for economic or other benefits. Refugees and Asylum
seekers are forced migrants. The 1951 United Nations Convention relating to the status of
refugees defines a refugee as "A person residing outside his or her country of nationality,
who is unable or unwilling to return because of a well-founded fear of persecution on
account of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political
opinion" (Stephen Castles and Mark J. Miller, The Age of Migration: International
Population Movement in the Modern World. 2009:188). The Organization of African Unity,
or OAU believed that the 1951 Convention excluded many Africans who were clearly
refugees. In 1969, the OAU developed its own definition as follows - "A refugee is anyone
who flees his or her homeland, owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination
or events seriously disturbing public order in either part of or the whole country" (Browne
2006:36).

Although these two definitions do not address all the reason Africans flee
their homes, in this research the term refugee refers to migrants who have been forced to flee
their countries of origin, meeting the international definition of a refugee and are now
resettled in the United States.

Integration (of refugees): The term integration especially in relation to
immigration is always subjected to debate. This is because concepts like acculturation,
adaptation, assimilation, integration, pluralism, multiculturalism, and the like carry with
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them normative connotations. In this project, I use the term integration to simply mean
incorporation into society or churches.

Based on their experience working with refugees, the staff of the Church World
Service Immigration and Refugee Program (CWS/IRP) came up with a definition of
integration of refugees as follows "Integration is a long-term process, through which
refugees and host communities communicate effectively, function together and enrich each
other, expand employment options and create economic opportunities, and have mutual
respect and understanding among people of different cultures" (Tatiana Dwyer, Refugee
Integration in the United States: Challenges & Opportunities. 2010:6). In this research
project, I will apply this definition of the integration of refugees by the staff of the CWS/IRP
to the integration of African Christian refugees into American churches.

Mission and Missions: Andrew Kirk defines mission as "what the Christian
community is sent to do ... therefore the church is by nature missionary to the extent that, if
it ceases to be missionary, it has not just failed in one of its tasks, it has ceased being
church" (Andrew Kirk, What is Mission? Theological Explorations, 2000:30). Bosch defines
mission as "the Missio Dei [Mission of God], that is God's self-revelation as the One who
loves the world. God's involvement in and with the world, and in which the church is
privileged to participate." (David J. Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in
Theology of Mission. 2006:10). Christopher Wright agrees with Bosch when he writes
"Fundamentally, our mission (if it is biblically informed and validated) means our
committed participation as God's people, at God's invitation and command, in God's own
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mission within the history of God's world for the redemption of God's creation."
(Christopher Wright, The Mission of God. 2006:22)

In light of these definitions by mission experts, I use the term mission in this
work to mean the act of responding to God's call or invitation to join in God's work of
crossing cultural boundaries, reaching out to the other, including the refugee, as a sent
church, with the intension of sharing the Good News of Jesus Christ, meeting needs, making
disciples, and/or encouraging the other to do the same.

Delimitations of the study
This study will focus on a small group of African Christian refugees living in
parts of Kentucky who have been or have attempted to be a part of an American church in
order to examine their process of acclimation and the challenges of integrating into the
American church. It is a study of African Christian refugees and not all African refugees or
immigrants. Anyone doing a study of any African group must take into consideration the
diversity Africa represents in terms of cultures and ethnic backgrounds. Each of these
variations affects their integration process differently. Thus, African Christian refugees who
will be interviewed will represent only a fraction of African refugees and may not be used to
draw general conclusions for all Africans. I agree here with Lewellen that "Given the
multiple very-different refugee populations, the myriad causative factors, and the range of
refugee experiences generalized psychological interpretations may seem superficial"
(Lewellen 2008:173). Generalized conclusions therefore are not possible especially for
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African refugees; however, my results should be suggestive of areas where further research
could be done.

Although the research study is on African Christian refugees, those
interviewed are mainly from Burundi and the Congo. The reason is that most of the African
refugees who resettled in Lexington, KY at the time of this research were mainly from those
countries.

Although a successful integration into the church could aid integration in
other areas, this project focus is limited to the integration of African refugees into the
American church and not in other areas of society. Integration into other areas will be
discussed only as they are relevant to or aided by the integration into the church.

Measurements of Integration
At the conclusion of this research project, integration of African refugees into the American
churches will be measured by a number of outcomes as follows:
•

Mutual intentional building of relationships between the American church members and
the African Christian refugees worshiping with them.

•

Sharing of not just worship space but other areas of life including and not limited to
worship, mission outreach, and social activities.

•

Full participation of African refugees into the body life of the church and having a sense
of belonging.
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•

How much each group has learned about the other - moving from a lack of awareness to
an awareness of the life experiences, strengths, gifts and abilities the African refugees
possess in a way that leads to tapping into and empowering them to use those gifts.

•

Awareness and acceptance of the expectations and responsibilities of being a part of a
faith community in America on the part of African refugees.

Research Methodology / Procedure
In order to understand whether integration of African Christian refugees into
American churches is happening, and what hinders or enhances successful integration, three
sources will be crucial. These are:

(1) African Christian refugees, being the experts who have the firsthand experience
of either integrating or not integrating into the American churches.

(2) Pastors and leaders of African refugee congregations who are either sharing
worship space with an American congregation or are meeting elsewhere including homes as
a worship group.

(3) Leaders and or pastors of American churches that have African refugees
worshiping with them or share worship space with an African immigrant congregation.

Gichuru 17

Sampling procedure

The following guidelines were used in choosing the participants for this
research.

(1) Main research participants are first generation African refugees, which includes
children of refugees (now adults) who entered into the country with their parents and were
old enough to understand the change.

(3) They have lived in the United States for a period of at least one year.

(4) Pastors and leaders from a few select American churches in Lexington, Kentucky
who are sharing worship space with an African refugee congregation or have a significant
number of African refugees' participating.

(5) Pastors and leaders of congregations started by African refugees in Kentucky and
maintaining an African leadership.

Participants were selected using snowball sampling technique or respondent
driven sampling (RDS), also known as network sampling. Bernard points out that snowball
and respondent driven sampling are good methods for studying hard to find or difficult to
study populations. In the case of refugees, they are often scattered in a large area while
others are actively hiding due to the very reasons they are refugees. Sometimes refugees are
reluctant to reveal their actual origin, current locations, contact, and identity even from other
refugees. African refugees, although scattered in large areas maintain a strong network of
kin, family, and friend relations (Bernard 2011:147-149).
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In the process of finding the initial contacts, I called a couple of African
pastors in Lexington that I knew from earlier encounters. One of them informed me of a
Fellowship of African Pastors in Lexington, a group he had tried to coordinate although the
fellowship eventually had fallen apart. He gave me contacts - email addresses of ten African
pastors who had been part of that fellowship. Each of them was either a pastor or leader of
an African congregation in Lexington or was co-leading a group with another. I contacted
each of them via email and invited them to participate in the study. All but one agreed to
participate. Those who agreed shared their phone numbers with me as well as contact
information for other African leaders whose names were not in that list. Phone calls were
then placed by me to request interview appointments. During the interviews, each African
pastor shared with me the contacts of the American church pastors and leaders of churches
they were sharing worship space with. I called those pastors to see who would be willing to
participate in the study. From these contacts I also got information about other leaders whom
I invited to participate in the study.

I conducted a total of thirty-six interviews. Each participant was interviewed
once, but I visited participants and their churches once or twice before interviews were
conducted. Twenty-seven were with Africans and nine were with Americans. Of the twentyseven Africans interviewed, fifteen were pastors and twelve were lay leaders who worked
closely with the pastors in the leadership of those congregations. Six of the Americans
interviewed were pastors and three were lay leaders. Therefore, there were twenty-one
pastors and fifteen laypersons who participated in this study.
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To accomplish the purpose of this study, I used a qualitative approach based
on interviewing as the main research method. I used both unstructured and semi-structured
interviewing methods especially with the African participants. In unstructured method for
example, although I had prepared questions to guide the conversations, I added other
questions as the conversation developed and allowed the participants to add their own while
I directed the conversation. This interview method helped in building initial rapport and
developing a non-threatening feeling especially for those who were feeling uncomfortable
with a formal interviewing. This way, I gained more in-depth information about their
experiences and the interviews were more of conversations than question and answer
sessions.

The semi-structured interviewing was a scheduled activity with an interview guide
for both the African refugee church leaders as well as the leaders of the American churches.
Both were done using open- ended questions to encourage long personal responses and
facilitate conversations. The idea is, as Bernard puts it, "...to get people open up and let them
express themselves in their own terms, and at their own pace" (Bernard 2011:157).

For all African refugee participants, I included a life story interview question. In
each case I asked the participant to share their life story and experience with me. I asked
questions to help them tell the story in a systematic way. Some stories were long, and others
chose to give a summarized version. Either way, it became an opportunity for them to share
what they felt was important and not included in the formal questions.

Participants Observation: This is a qualitative method of research where the
researcher also becomes a participant. I took time to attend at least two worship services for
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each congregation whose pastors or leaders were interviewed. I planned to arrive early to
attend the worship service with the American congregation. I would then stay late to observe
the interaction between the two congregations when the members of the African
congregation were arriving to start their worship. I then stayed to observe the entire African
service and interact with the leaders after worship. That way I was able to observe and
participate in two to three worship services each Sunday. I also attended other gatherings
such as Bible studies, baby shower, kesha (overnight prayer vigil), and leaders' meetings.
This helped me immerse myself into their experience as well as learn more than I could
from interviews only.

Having lived in both the African and American cultures has helped me see this issue
from both perspectives. Although thankfully I have never lived the refugee experience, I
grew up in Kenya, and served churches in Kenya. Later in my ministry in Kenya, I lived and
served with refugees from different African countries who had fled to Kenya. This has given
me a bit of an insider view. I have also lived in America, worked with African refugees
resettled in the United States of America, and served with American churches, which also
gives me a bit of an outsider view and a bit of the American church perspective.

I had initially planned to recruit focus groups made up of members from
different African congregations to discuss issues that might come out as important during
the semi-structured interviews, but this plan did not work. Three reasons made focus groups
impossible. First, the African refugees work hard and odd schedules making finding a time
for a focus group very challenging. Second, some of the participants did not want it to be
known that they participated in the interview. Third, I found out that some groups did not
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get along with each other so they would be uncomfortable having such a conversation with
each other. These reasons will be discussed in a later chapter.

English is not a first language for all African participants. I had offered to
provide a language interpreter where needed. Since most speak Swahili language, I had all
research interview questions, guidelines, and consent forms provided in Swahili language in
case it was preferred by the participant. Some preferred to read the questions in Swahili but
we mostly used a mixture of English and variations of Swahili languages. For one
participant, I used a French language interpreter. Since I used other languages during
interviews, transcribing the scripts also involved translating into English.

I have recorded the interview in three formats. First, I used a smart pen which was
recording the interviews as I took hand written notes. I also used a digital audio recorder.
During the process of transcribing, I compared all three formats to ensure accuracy of the
information.

Ethical Considerations.
While conducting this research, I observed ethical guidelines as required by
Asbury Theological Seminary, as outlined in the Advanced Research Programs' student
handbook and per the Institutional Review Board requirements.

1. I sought verbal Consent from each of the participants before scheduling an
interview.
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2. I prepared a written consent form to be signed at the beginning of the interview
process

3. I then explained the purpose of the research including expectations on the part of
the participant.

4. I gave Participants an option to opt out of the process if they so choose.

5. I explained clearly to participants that their real names or contacts would not be
used or shared with anyone and that I would instead use pseudonyms to uphold
confidentiality for all participants. I also used pseudonyms for participating churches.

6. I informed participants that I would record the interview sessions and requested
their permission to do so.

7. I kept all data collected safe and no one else had access to it but me.

Theoretical Framework
To understand the integration of refugees into American churches and the
missiological implications for that integration we would need to use anthropological,
sociological, and theological lenses. There are many secular sociological and
anthropological theories trying to explain immigration and assimilation into American
society in general. However, there is scarce literature specifically addressing the unique
refugee population or their integration into the church.
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One of those theories of migration, the push and pull, hold that there are two kinds of
pressures, one causing people to leave their country of origin and another drawing people to
the country of destination. While there are factors that push immigrants from their countries
and others pulling them to the countries of destination, the push and pull theory does not
address what happens to the refugees in the country of destination - the adjustment and
integration into the countries of destination.

Assimilation theory is one of the main theories that has been considered as the ideal
model for incorporating newcomers into a society. As Hanciles observes, "Until 1980s, the
dominant theory of assimilation (in the United States) held that new immigrants will be
completely assimilated, in terms of culture, education, and other social indicators, within
three to six generations - The more distinct the group the slower the process" (Hanciles
2008:325).

This linear model in which culturally different immigrant groups and racial and
ethnic minorities would become increasingly like those in the majority culture, "makes no
allowance for the possibility that the new and ethnic or racial minorities would make a
positive or contribution to the society" (Hanciles 2008:236). This is one of the reasons why
integration and not assimilation is the ideal model for incorporating newcomers and
minority groups into any given society. As Cole puts it "The model of integration recognizes
the value that lies in cultural differences. Therefore, with integration the person or group is
encouraged to maintain their original culture ... while they are simultaneously encouraged to
adopt necessary elements of the new culture in order to live a full and functional life in their
new home" (Cole, Nicki Lisa, "How Different cultural groups become more alike."
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ThoughtCo, https://www.thoughtco.co/assimilation-defination-4149483 (accessed April 13,
2018).

These and other theories are related to immigrants in general and do not address the
unique circumstances of African refugees or their integration into the church. As Kwabla
notes "... Although there a considerable number of studies have been done on immigrants to
North America, those relating to African immigrants in the 21st century are scant" (Kwabla
2008:37). Prill also joins other missiologists in claiming that there is not enough literature on
the integration of refugees into the Western church when he observes that "The integration
of asylum seekers and refugees into the church and their contribution to the religious life in
Britain, are treated in general terms only" (Prill 2008:1).

For this reason, I will lean more on scripture as the main lenses and as a guide
through which we will understand why integration of African Christian refugees into
American churches is significant and how such integration can happen. At the end of this
project, I will suggest a working theory for integrating African Christian refugees into
American churches based on the research findings and guided by scripture.

Maruskin referred to the "Bible as the ultimate immigration handbook, a book
written by, for, and about immigrants and refugees" (Maruskin in Prill 2008:63). One may
argue that the Bible is about more than just immigrants. However, Maruskin is right in that
the Bible is full of stories about people who are immigrants for various reasons, some of
them refugees fleeing persecution, and natural disasters like famine. This makes
immigration a common theme in scripture.
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Immigrants and refugees in the Bible.

The immigrant story starts with the story of Abraham and his family and their
journey as immigrants, first in response to God's call and later as refugees fleeing famine.
Other key figures like Isaac and Jacob are also featured as immigrants. Joseph's family
became refugees fleeing severe famine in their land.

The Exodus story is a story of immigrants who were refugees in that they were first
persecuted, and then pursued by their tormentors. First, they suffer oppression under
Egyptians. The oppression starts with the words "Then a new king who did not know
Joseph, came to power in Egypt..."(Exodus 1:8). The new Pharaoh is concerned that the
Israelites living among them are beginning to outnumber the Egyptians (host community).
This leads to oppression and mass murders. The Israelites flee again from this oppression
and this time migrate through a long journey into a land they had never been before.

In 2 Kings, a foreign power led by King Nebuchadnezzar invaded and attacked the
people of Judah forcing many to flee to Babylon. Their homes were destroyed, families were
separated, lives lost in the process, and many rendered refugees.

The book of Ruth is also a story characterized by migrations. Individuals in the book
of Ruth cross borders for various reasons including famine, religious, cultural, and family
ties. The stories of Daniel and Esther provide examples of how diaspora populations living
in exile in Babylon and the Persian Empire negotiated life as a minority in a strange land.

The main refugee story in the New Testament is that of Jesus' family as recorded in
the gospel according to Matthew 2:13-23. In this passage Jesus' parents flee to Egypt after
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the angel warned them that Herod was planning to kill their child. They lived in Egypt as
refugees until they got word that the killer Herod had died. Even then, it wasn't safe for the
family to go back home. Matthew reports in verse 22 "...But when he heard that Archelaus
was reigning in Judea in place of his father Herod, he was afraid to go there ...so he
withdrew to the district of Galilee ..." The family became refugees as a result of persecution
that was also politically motivated.

The above examples do not exhaust the list of Bible characters who would fall under
the category of immigrants and refugees. Given the fact that the bible is full of stories of
immigrants and refugees, it makes sense that the bible is also full of commands, instructions,
and exhortations on how to relate to, and treat the immigrants often referred to as the alien,
stranger, foreigner, sojourner, or just a stranger.

In the book of Deuteronomy for example, God again and again exhorts the Israelites
to treat foreigners living among them as their own. In Deuteronomy 5:14 for example, in
observing the Sabbath, foreigners residing in their towns were to enjoy the same status as
the Israelites - that is, they should not be required to work. Israelites are commanded to love
foreigners living among them and treat them like citizens. In Deuteronomy 10:19; 24:14-17,
and Leviticus 19:25, the Israelites are reminded why they should treat the foreigners that
way. That they should remember their own experiences as aliens in a foreign land and in
turn treat those who are sojourners among them with love, respect and hospitality.

The main passage addressing the treatment of foreigners in the New Testament is
found in the parable of the sheep and goats recorded in Matthew 25:31-46. In this passage a
distinction is drawn between the righteous and the unrighteous based on how they treat those
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in need including the stranger. Those who welcome the stranger are considered righteous.
The parable therefore emphasizes the importance of caring for those that are foreigners
among us and endeavoring to meet their needs.

The above examples clearly show that God is concerned with the welfare of the
foreigners. God wants them welcomed and treated with love and respect. The above
examples also emphasize the call and mandate for the church to be a caring and inclusive
institution. The early church as recorded in the book of Acts stands as a model for this
caring and inclusiveness which includes the poor, the marginalized, the foreigners, those
with differing cultural practices, and other groups. The early church in the book of Acts
therefore can act as a model for those who seek to integrate African Christians refugees into
their churches today.

In attempting this integration, the early church was faced with challenges. Language
was clearly a challenge. On the day of Pentecost, many were speaking in their native
languages which implies that there were many languages spoken within the body of
believers. There were Jews as the majority, Gentiles as the minority as well as other
minority groups - clearly indicating a multi-ethnic society. There were also cultural and
social differences among them.

Also significant within this early church is the cross-cultural transmission of the
gospel that took place. Acts 11:19-30 records that those who had fled (members of
Jerusalem Christian community) persecution connected with Stephen, travelled as far as
Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, telling the message of the good news to the Jews while
those from Cyrene, went to Antioch and shared with the Greeks and planted a church in
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Antioch. Chapter 16 tells the story of Paul and Silas meeting a disciple named Timothy
whose mother was a Jew and his father a Greek. Other believers in the area spoke well of
him although he was not a Jew like them. In summary, the early church as recorded in the
book of Acts tells of early Christian communities that were diverse culturally, ethnically and
with people belonging to different social classes.

However, as more people from the Gentile communities joined the Christian
communities, problems arose. As Marshall puts it "With their successful evangelism among
Gentiles problems of membership and integration began to arise" (Marshall in Prill
2008:75). Jews were demanding that Gentile Converts be circumcised to become Christians.
This demand, threatening the relationship of that early and diverse body, led to the
convening of the Council of Jerusalem through which as Prill put it "the church decided not
to demand cultural assimilation from Gentile Christians" (Prill 2008:75). Reading though the
book of Arts and especially the lessons and principles from the Council of Jerusalem in Acts
15 suggests that there are possibilities that people from diverse communities can worship
and do mission together. For this reason, therefore, I will allow scripture to shed light for us
and guide us to determine whether integration of African Christian refugees into American
churches is happening and learn how to overcome the barriers that impede such integration.

Data Analysis and reflection method
I used Grounded Theory in general for data analysis and reflection. Grounded
Theory approach allows for a qualitative analysis of qualitative data. In using this method of
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analysis, one focuses on and names recurring themes that emerge from the interview texts.
As Russell Bernard puts it “... tell the story, as you see it, of how the themes are related to
one another and how characteristics of the speaker account for the existence of certain
themes and the absence of others" (Bernard 2011:337). Grounded Theory has systematic
steps which involve breaking down, examining, comparing, and categorizing data or in other
words generating categories of information (open coding); making connection between
categories (axial coding); and selecting a core category, then explicating a story from the
interconnection of these categories [selective coding] (Strauss, and Corbin 1998: 61-142).

For this research project therefore using the process of coding, I organized all data
using the questions asked. I then noted recurring themes from each question and each
respondent (coding). As Punch observes, "Coding is the key process in grounded theory
analysis" (Punch 2005:205). Continuing with this process therefore, I identified themes that
occurred most frequently. Then repeated the process until I refined the key themes
identified. Since English is not a first language for all African refugees, they used different
terms and phrases for similar themes. This required that I repeat the process of coding
several times before refining the themes. After all themes were refined, I started the process
of writing the findings. Those findings will be interpreted and presented using a narrative
analysis format.
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CHAPTER TWO

WHO IS AN AFRICAN REFUGEE?

To understand the challenges African Christian refugees face while trying to
integrate into the American churches, one ought to start by understanding the African
refugee. This starts with life before violence if any, factors that led to their leaving home, the
trauma caused by the experience, their experiences in refugee camps as protracted refugees,
faith, and their identity crisis.

I use a story of one family, John and Nancy, both African Christian refugees now
living in Lexington, to help shed light on the making of and the journey of an African
refugee. Stories of other refugees are told for emphasis.
The story
Nancy is forty-five years old. She was born in Burundi. She has lived in
refugee camps in five different countries since she was two years old. She was resettled in
the USA in 2008. Nancy is married to John. They met and were married while both of their
families were refugees. John is fifty-two years old. He too had lived in various refugee
camps in Africa most of his life before resettling in the USA in 2008. John and Nancy have
eight children. Two of the children belong to his brother who was killed during the same
Burundi war they fled, and his brother's wife fate is unknown. The couple escaped with the
two nephews and have raised them. Most of their other six children were born in refugee
camps.
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Both John and Nancy were born and raised in Christian homes and were involved in
ministry while living in refugee camps. John was ordained as Deacon in their Pentecostal
Church and Nancy organized women ministries and led the church choir. Upon resettlement
in Kentucky, the family joined a church in Lexington. They worshiped there for three years
before they left to plant an African church and John was ordained their pastor. The new
church is part of a fast-growing denomination started by African refugees in the USA. John
and Nancy and a few other African refugees started meeting in their apartment. The group
quickly outgrew the space and rented various worship spaces before their current shared
place. John and Nancy's children are all involved in church life. Although John is ordained
deacon by his denomination, he has no pastoral training at all and has to work other jobs to
support his family since his congregation is not able to support him financially.

Nancy's journey as a refugee started before birth. Her birth country Burundi
was experiencing civil unrest. She believes poor governance and tribalism led to civil war
which could not be contained eventually. Her story echoes the story of most refugees I
interviewed for this research.

I was born in Burundi, my parents' firstborn. I was only 2 years old when war broke
out in my country and we fled to Rwanda. I do not remember much as I was too young,
except that they wanted to kill us, everyone including my parents was scared and we could
not take anything with us. We had to flee to safety before they killed us. They burnt all the
houses as we fled. Those who stayed in their houses were all burnt down with them. Rwanda
was not very peaceful at the time either although it was better. I grew up and went to school
as a refugee in Rwanda, even college and became a teacher. 1993 I tried to go back to my
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country Burundi because Rwanda was not stable, and people were saying Burundi was then
a little peaceful. I wanted to go and check it out so my family could move back home. I
managed to go back to Burundi but one month later, they killed the president. Another war
broke up. This time was even worse than before. I fled again back to Rwanda. A short time
after I was reunited with family in Rwanda, they killed the president of Rwanda too. War
broke in Rwanda. Now there was war everywhere and nowhere to run. We fled to Congo. In
that chaos our family was separated in 1994 as we were trying to flee. I had lived in Rwanda
for twenty-one years. This time leaving was harder for me. I do not like to think about it. I
was separated from friends again. I lost so much. I lost friends who had become my sisters
in Rwanda. I met one of them recently here in my school in Lexington. I lost my job and
everything. War spread to Congo too and we were forced to flee again to Tanzania. In
Tanzania we had to live inside the refugee Camp all the time. There was no freedom to go
out like in Rwanda. I lived in that refugee camp for ten years until my family was approved
for resettlement in the United States.

John was hesitant to reflect on the early stages of his journey as a refugee. He
repeatedly said the memories were too painful. He prefers to live in the present and not
remember the past. After some time, he offered to share his story anyway if it was going to
contribute to my research.

I was born in Burundi. It was a peaceful country at first. I had several brothers and
cousins and friends. We all went to school together. My father said it was no longer safe, so
we moved to the North, far from the City. Then things were bad everywhere. One morning
there was gunshots everywhere. We hid under the beds for some time. Then my father

Gichuru 33

suggested we flee as the rebels were getting closer to our house and burning houses. Outside
the house the conflict was very intense. My mother ran back into the house to get blanket for
my baby brother. Then they shot at us and my brothers and I ran very first among other
people running. My father was carrying my small brother and they shot and killed my father
and my brother and other people. We ran for a long time until we could not hear gunshots
anymore. Then hid in the forest with other people all night. At that time, we did not know
what happened to my father, we thought he too escaped. Later some people told us they
killed my father and my brother near the house. We did not know what happened to my
mother, so we thought she too was shot. The next day we walked for a long way with many
other people to a school where there was security. After they fed us, they got us into a bus
and escorted us near to the border of Congo. Then we walked a long time until we got to a
refugee camp at the border of Congo. Even when there was war in Congo, we staying at
refugee camp because they gave us food and there were guards (security officers) We stayed
there for four years. When war got close to the camp all the people left the camp and we fled
to Rwanda. I lived in Rwanda for many years. I continued going to school there. I met my
wife there and we married. Rwanda was getting very bad and we knew we might be forced
to flee again. One day my wife went to visit her family. While she was there, fierce fighting
broke out between the rebels and government forces and we were trapped hiding for some
time. Then they started killing people in their homes, so we fled. It spread very fast and my
wife's family also fled. At that time both families were separated. We ended up in two
different refugee camps in Tanzania. In Tanzania refugees are not allowed to leave the
camp. After three years, the government closed the smaller camp where my family was
living and we were forced to move to the large camp in another part of the country. There I
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found my wife and her family and were reunited again. We lived in the refugee camp in
Tanzania for many years until we came to America.

John and Nancy's stories bring out important points regarding the refugees’
initial experience or what I am calling the making of an African refugee. Their narration of
how they fled war zones to safety clearly shows that refugees cannot be lumped together
with other migrant groups in respect to their reasons for migrating. John and Nancy's story
demonstrate that as forced migrants, refugees do not have the luxury of choosing where they
will move to, neither do they have control over the factors that force them out of their
homes. John and Nancy's story as is the story of many refugees, affirm the Lausanne
Diaspora Leadership Team's view when they classified refugees as reactive migrants with
little choice and few options when forced to disperse (Lausanne Committee for World
Evangelization, [LCWE] 2010:21).

Life in the refugee camps

Agier defines a refugee camp as "an arrangement for policing, feeding, and
giving health care to a population that is offered refuge in order to shelter it from violent
death arising from war or hunger" (Agier 2005:44). In other words, refugee camps are meant
to function as an emergency arrangement and on temporary basis. However, this is hardly
ever the case. Once refugee camps are established, they become semi permanent or even
permanent shelters as some wars ted to drag for years, even decades. As a result of
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prolonged wars and challenges of resettling refugees to third countries, refugees end up
spending life cycles in refugee camps.

John and Nancy's experience also reflects this reality that some African
refugees now resettled in the USA were protracted refugees. In fact, all African refugees
interviewed for this research would be classified as having been protracted refugees. A
protracted refugee situation is one in which refugees find themselves in refugee camps for
years in an endless state of limbo. Although their lives may not be at risk, their basic rights
and essential economic, social, and psychological needs go unmet even after years in exile.
A refugee in this situation is often unable to break free from dependence on external
assistance and this state presents other challenges for the refugees, host countries and
humanitarian aid organizations assisting refugees.

I asked all the respondents where else they had lived before resettling into the
United States of America and for how long. The following table depicts years spent in
refugee camps by each as protracted refugee, as well as countries lived.

Table 2:1 Time spent in refugee camps and countries lived by each.

Participant's age

Total number of years in
refugee camps

Number of countries
lived

Participant 1 (45yrs)

34

5

Participant 2 (62 yrs)

28

3

Participant 2 (61 yrs)

23

3

Participant 4 (48 yrs)

22

4
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Participant 5 (51 yrs)

36

5

Participant 6 (49 yrs)

24

3

Participant 7 (35 yrs)

14

3

Participant 8 (48 yrs)

10

2

Participant 9 (44 yrs)

11

3

Participant 10 (38

12

3

Participant 11 (58

34

3

Participant 12 (32

14

2

Participant 13 (45

28

3

Participant 14 (59

34

4

Participant 15 (49

21

3

Participant 16 (64

30

4

Participant 17 (46

28

3

Participant 18 (38

15

3

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)
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Participant 19 (36

14

3

Participant 20 (48

20

3

Participant 21 (65

32

4

Participant 22 (51

28

3

Participant 23 (52

14

3

Participant 24 (49

14

3

Participant 25 (38

28

3

Participant 26 (48

12

2

Participant 27 (54

21

4

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

yrs)

All participants in this study lived in refugee camps for more than ten years
before they were finally resettled in the United States of America. The average age of
respondents is forty-eight and the average number of years spent in refugee camps is twenty
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two. This shows that about half of their lives was spent in refugee camps in more than two
countries.

I agree with Payne that this is one important category of refugees we need to
understand and yet not much is known about that group. Payne describes the situation as one
"in which 25,000 or more refugees of the same nationality have been in exile for five years
or longer in any given asylum country... When this definition is applied to the global refugee
population, it is estimated that 5.5 million refugees were in a protracted situation in 2009."
(UNHCR Statistical year book in Payne 2012:109). This research shows that average years
spent in refugee camps is twenty-two, way above the five years reported by UNHCR.

Refugee life and identity

Sommers gives us a glimpse into the lives of protracted refugees. "After two
decades in exile, many young men, some born in the camps, seek to escape the hopelessness
and powerlessness of their confinement. Many are also crushed by a sense of shame and
disgust at their identification as refugees; in Swahili the word for refugees 'Mkimbizi'
(literally one who runs), is a designation connoting cowardice" (Marc Sommers in Lewellen
2002:174).

Peter's story supports Sommer's observation and further highlights the plight of many
young people born and raised in African refugee camps as protracted refugees. Peter has
been a refugee for so long that this state of being has come to define him more than his
formal nationality. The 28-year-old is from Burundi, but for decades his family has been
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washed back and forth across porous borders by waves of violence. Since his birth in a
refugee camp in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) in 1987, to his present life in an
overcrowded camp on the border between Tanzania and Burundi, Peter has spent more than
a quarter of a century in a state of almost perpetual displacement.
“I’m tired of being a refugee,” Peter says, out of frustration in the camp where he
now lives. “I would like the UNHCR [UN refugee agency] to provide some kind of
university training here, to further my education. But there’s nothing I can do.”
Peter’s father, a Hutu, fled Burundi first in 1972 with his Tutsi wife and family, and
headed to neighboring Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) to escape ethnic violence. The
family returned in 1993 but were forced back to DRC when civil war broke out in Burundi
just two months later, pitting rebels from the Hutu majority against the Tutsi-led
army. Three years later, the family left DRC, fleeing a new conflict in that country. They
spent some time in Tanzania before being repatriated to Burundi in 2012. They fled again
later, after Burundi was again gripped by violence. Today, Peter lives in a small family tent
with two brothers and three sisters. His three other siblings, parents and foster brother also
live at the camp. In frustration Peter exclaims “There’s no life here,” “This place is a
prison.” “The UNHCR calls me a Burundian, but I don’t feel like I am a Burundian,” “This
is my life. I am a refugee.” (Nicole Lee, https://www.theguardian.com/profile/nicole-lee, 14
Oct 2015)

Peter definitely feels deprived of what he believes makes him a Burundian. Peter like
other refugees has lost his ethnic identity. First he was born in a refugee camp in another
country other than Burundi. Although his parents are Burundian he has never lived in
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Burundi. His main language is not Kirundi but multiple other languages he has learned in
host countries to survive there. He has always been known to others and to himself as a
refugee. As Sommers puts it, Peter is seeking to escape the hopelessness and powerlessness
of his confinement even wishing there was college available for him. He does not have a
way of changing his situation so as he says he is in a prison physically, economically, and
emotionally. Peter has been robbed of his childhood, and now as an adult he lives trapped in
a state of hopelessness. His story is a story of all children born and raised in refugee camps
unless a path to resettlement in a third country opens.

Living in refugee camps for extended periods of time and in multiple countries
would definitely leave one confused as to who they truly are. When I first met Nancy, she
identified herself as a Burundian. I later found out that she was born in Burundi but was only
two years old when violence forced her family to flee and never went back. Nancy has no
recollection of life before becoming a refugee except what she has learned from family
members. Surprisingly, even those born in refugee camps, claimed their parent's country of
origin as their own. John and Nancy's kids for example, though born in Tanzania decades
after their parents had fled from Burundi, still considered themselves Burundians. Others
answered that question by saying 'I came to the USA via [the country that last hosted them]'.
For Nancy and Peter like many refugees, Burundi is only a country of affiliation for
documentation purposes only. Instead they have become a part of a growing diasporic
community that is rootless.

When a place is attacked, the attackers destroy more than just the people. As Agier
puts it, the cities were destroyed to wipe out all material traces, all indications of identity, of
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populations under attack. The attacks in these countries destroyed collective identities, sites
of identity and the bearings of daily life ...they broke the minimal symbol of a community
like material good, emblems of social status, all symbols of a collective and commonplace
identity (Agier 2005:15). This is common experience for African refugees as they all flee
from such destruction. They escaped massacres, the wars destroyed villages, towns and
buildings with an intention of wiping out those communities for ever. John reflected this
well in his few worded responses to my question - what do you remember about life before
violence. He said "there is nothing to remember. Everything is gone. There is no Burundi"

Defining the term identity, Lewellen observes that 'identity' applies to three different
concepts. How the individual perceives himself, how the person is perceived by the society
and how the person is perceived by the social scientist. Peter sees himself as a refugee with
all that comes with being a refugee - stigma and lack of freedom. He also sees himself as a
victim - A victim of repression and violence, victim of circumstance, victim of broken
systems. The country hosting him and other refugees, perceives them as a security threat, a
drain on their economies, a burden for the environment and political threats. For this reason,
they confine them in an "open prison."

I asked Nancy how they make it through all the challenges of being refugee through
the years. She responded that they have learned to adjust and adopt to new situations. I hear
in Nancy's response here what Lewellen says that since their environments have been
unstable for a long time, "refugees must re-create and redefine themselves ... as their settings
change" (Lewellen 2002:174)
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Life in refugee camps is never easy. In refugee camps there is scarcity of resources
to meet the very basic needs. However, for some refugees, the camps provide much needed
security and an avenue for humanitarian help including resettlement. Dave is one of those
who felt that the camp provided some relief from violence although it also presented a very
hard life and other challenges. He said, “I hated” my time in Burundi. The Imbonerakure
[rebel group] … control everything, and they are always coming after you for money and to
intimidate you.” He continued, “It was always insecure. In the camp, life was hard, but no
one was forcing me to fight.”

Most if not all countries also limit refugees' freedom of movement outside of refugee
camps. Tanzania is one of those countries that restricts movement of registered refugees.
Most respondents lived in camps in Tanzania including John and Nancy. Nancy remembers
that experience "In Tanzania you had to live in the refugee Camp the whole time. For ten
years we were not allowed to go outside of the camp or to the big cities - I did not like that.
We had our own shops, market, churches, health clinics, and the United Nations refugee
agency, built classrooms for our kids. Some of the refugees could teach in those schools for
a small pay. You felt like you are in prison all the time - no freedom to go anywhere..."

Like Nancy, most respondents in this research referred to refugee camp as an open
prison again and again. Refugee camps are often created in isolated places far from the rest
of the host countries' population. This makes it easier for the host governments to manage
the refugees in one place for safety reasons. When a wave of refugees crosses the state
border and enter another country, it is hard to differentiate between genuine refugees and
perpetrators of the conflicts so host countries are wary. This is also to discourage the
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refugees from the possibility of assimilating and rooting themselves in that host country.
Many of the countries hosting refugees in Africa are economically fragile with limited
resources to care for their own citizens and cannot take any more outside populations for
economic reasons.

Another category of refugees that often receive almost no attention from
international community are the internally displaced persons often referred to as IDPs.
Almost all African refugees start as IDPs and live in this status sometimes for years before
crossing the border into a second host country. John's story includes this phase. Soon after
John's father informed them that their town was no longer safe, violence intensified in their
village forcing the family to flee to another part of the country. They sought refuge in that
northern town for a long time until conflicts spread to that part, forcing them to flee across
the border into another country. Most of these displaced persons cannot afford to rent a
place to stay so they end up homeless and, in the wilderness, and eventually form refugee
camps with no organization, security or access to any humanitarian aid at all.

In Kenya for example, there are many of these IDPs camps. While Kenyans hardly
flee across their own country borders because Kenya is a relatively peaceful country, there
are hundreds of thousands of Kenyans living as IDPs. Many are victims of tribal conflicts
whose farms and homes have been burnt down losing all their livelihood. These IDPs spend
many years displaced within their own country boarders and so do not qualify for refugee
aid.

International law defines a refugee as a person who has "fled persecution because of
race, religion, nationality, opinion, or membership in a social group, who are unable or, out
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of fear, unwilling to avail themselves of the protection of that county and are outside of their
country of origin" (Ferris 1998:7). On the other hand, internally displaced persons IDPs) are
those "who have been forced to flee their homes suddenly in large numbers as a result of
armed conflict, internal strife, systematic violations of human rights, or natural or man-made
disasters; and who are within the territory of their own country" (UN Economic and Social
Council, Analytical Report of the Secretary-General on internally Displaced persons) in
Farris 1998:7). It is hard to separate these two definitions for African refugees because most
of the time they flee armed conflict and internal strife that spreads quickly becoming a
national war.
The Organization of African Unity (OAU) also believed that the 1951 UN
Convention excluded many Africans who were genuinely refugees and in 1969 the
organization crafted their own definition covering anyone who flees his or her own
homeland "owing to external aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously
disturbing public order in either part of or the whole country" (Browne 2006:36). Although
this definition does not still cover all categories of refugees, at least it brings some hidden
categories into the light and now UNHCR regard these groups as 'persons of concern'. When
they are identified as persons of concern, at least they receive some much-needed assistance.
Many African respondents narrated horrifying experiences in the camps as Internally
Displaced Persons within their own countries. John explained that "there was no security so armed 'refugees' from the same camp could demand food from others, even mothers with
little children. It was a matter of survival. Only the strong could survive. There was a lot of
theft since people had lost everything. There was no one to report to. Most people flee with
no clothes or blankets. People slept in the open and many got sick. Many children died. It
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was better when we got to Tanzania. We could get food from United Nations to share with
everybody and other supplies. We could use the refugee agency cards to go to the hospital
and get medicine..." John's experience here explains how different the experiences and
treatment of internally displaced persons can be from that of other categories of refugees.
The difference in treatment lies between remaining within one's country's borders and
crossing into another even though the experiences are the same for all categories of refugees.
I agree with Hollenbach that "one of the most basic rights all persons have is the
right not to be driven from their homes" (Hollenbach, 2010:3) However when people are
forced to flee from their homes, other human rights must be protected regardless of whether
they have crossed their own states' borders or not.

The map below shows the total number of refugees in African countries at the
beginning of 2016 as 15,517,531. Only 3,975,947 are refugees while 11, 541, 584 are
internally displaced persons.
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Figure 2:1 Forced displacement in Sub-Sahara Africa

Adopted from https//relief/map/world/forced/forced-displacement-sub-sahara-africaecho-daily-map-28012016

This shows that there are more internally displaced persons in the continent of
Africa than those classified as refugees as defined by the 1951 Convention.

Factors leading to conflicts

Several African refugees I interviewed recalled that they were very young
when they fled their countries. For those that were young, there was never such a thing as a
time before violence. Nancy was only two when her family first fled to a neighboring
country.
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Others said their countries were relatively peaceful, but then violence escalated
quickly leaving them no time to prepare for the worst. Some though said their countries
were experiencing violence and tribal clashes on and off for years until it got to a point of no
return.

Tribalism and clanism were mentioned by many interviewees as the main
cause for the violence. In this case, clans are a smaller unit of an ethnic group. They
explained that some tribes (ethnic groups) had been in power for too long and oppressing the
others. One participant Jerry said "... if you oppress one group for a long time you know one
day they will revenge. They cannot be oppressed forever..." As Jerry points out here, the
vicious cycles of violence in most of these countries are as a result of one group trying to
take revenge for atrocities committed against their people. Often the enmity is carried
forward to another generation. Jerry explained that "... in some cases if the leaders have
always come from one group, another group wants a chance to rule. When they rule their
people benefit in many ways - like they get good jobs and land. Everyone wants opportunity
to better their people. That is the problem we have in my country." What Jerry is explaining
here was voiced by other refugees - the unequal distribution of resources and power that is
common in many African countries and often a byproduct of corruption. When one group
becomes a constant threat to the dominant group, 'cleansing' may occur. That is, the
dominant group attempts to wipe out the threat so as to remain in power. This leads to ethnic
wars. Each ethnic group then officially or unofficially form a private army to protect its
people. Thus, illegal armies fighting legal armies and sometimes armed groups against
unarmed civilians. Access to natural resources were also mentioned as reasons for the
violence. Poor governance and thirst for power were also mentioned as causes for conflicts.
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Five of the refugees interviewed said outsiders (foreign governments) were inciting
Africans to fight each other for their own gain, with some even openly providing weapons to
one group. I asked John why there seemed to be so much animosity in a country that has
only two tribes and all speak one language. His very short answer echoes others who pointed
fingers to outside influence. "History, just bad history. Our people are easy to manipulate..."
He looked reflective like searching for a good answer but could not find any. So, he shook
his head and whispered a prayer, "God help us. God have mercy"

John's sentiments, like other African refugees I interviewed, all point to the
history and effects of colonial powers who sowed seeds of divisions that have continued to
fuel violence in those countries to this day. Their observation aligns with Sebarenzi's
reflection on the Rwanda conflicts and genocide. He writes that before the Belgians took
over Rwanda from the Germans, the Belgians marveled at Rwanda's cohesive government
and strong national identity so much that in the 1950s a missionary Monsignor Louis de
Lacger wrote "One of the most surprising phenomena of Rwanda's human geography is
surely the contrast between the plurality of races and the sentiment of national unity. The
natives of this county genuinely have the feeling of forming but one people" (Philip
Gourevitch quoted in Sebarenzi 2009:12). The Belgian colonizers put an end to that by
planting seeds of discrimination and resentment, eroding Rwanda's strong national identity.
Sebarenzi further writes that "...in 1935, Belgium institutionalized ethnic identity cards in
one of history's first incidences of large-scale, state-sponsored racial categorization"
(Sebarenzi 2009:13). This is true for all African countries that fell victim of the colonizers.
The colonizers' main tactic being the divide and rule through sowing seeds of division to
break the strong bonds of cohesion among African nationals to make it easy for the
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colonialists to rule. They did this by pitting one ethnic group against the other - creating a
sense of 'other' and in the case of Rwanda going as far as taking power from the Tutsi and
giving it to the Hutu.

Refugee life and Trauma
A refugee’s life from all angles is full of trauma. All respondents cited
trauma as a real struggle and the fact that the effects of trauma continue to affect their daily
lives today. Some shared with me that they cannot shake off the memories of killings they
witnessed. Some can hear the same screams from family, neighbors or friends as they were
harked to death.

Stories of traumatic experience for women was a little different in some
ways than for men. For example, women reported sexual violence by both rebels and police
forces. Although Nancy did not report being raped herself, she repeatedly expressed how
fortunate her group was that no one was raped. That indicated that sexual violence was a
common occurrence among fleeing refugees. Another woman (Beth), with tears running
down her face told of her experience of sexual violence in the hands of those supposed to
protect her as follows "... I grabbed my kids and escaped through the opposite direction until
we were able to run to a place that was supposed to be a safe place – a police station. This
place was however not as safe as we expected because the guards there, took me and the
other women escaping with us in for “safety” and raped us...they forced us to have sex with
them even with our kids in the room. If you resist, they could kill you or send you outside
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alone. I remember with shame because everybody knows I was raped even my children".
The effects of rape continue to affect Beth in various ways to this day. Sometime after Beth
had resettled in the USA, she met and married another man from her native country. This
relationship did not work, and they divorced. Beth indicated that her husband was under
immense pressure from other refugee men who knew Beth's story and that Beth had been
raped during the violence. The couple had one child before they divorced. What Beth is
sharing here, is more than just trauma, the victims of sexual violence live with stigma. It
affects their future relationships, self esteem and even daily functioning in life.

The risk of sexual violence among refugee women and girls is immense even
in refugee camps. One refugee, Linda, recounted her experience while holding back tears.
She recalled being grabbed by a man with a knife while collecting firewood outside of the
refugee camp. The then mother-of-three, who fled Burundi after her husband was killed,
managed to escape when other Burundian refugees came to her aid. She said she was saved
by the grace of God.

According to the International Rescue Committee (IRC), "On average, two to
three women report being raped each week in incidents relating to collecting firewood
outside the camp. Due to the stigma associated with sexual violence, we believe the number
of cases that go unreported is much higher." (https//wwwrescue.org [Accessed April 4,
2017]). This stigma and its effects were reflected earlier by Beth when she said that her
second marriage broke as a result of other refugees putting pressure on her husband to leave
her because Beth had been raped decades before while she was fleeing conflict.
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The problem is rampant in refugee camps so much that the United Nations
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) had to enlist police help to protect women from
sexual assaults when collecting firewood, among other crimes like theft within the camps
(Agier 2005:46). In 2002 a report of the Save the Children Fund (STC) on Sexual violence
and exploitation revealed that this problem was also prevalent among children. The STC
found out that what is involved with this group is "an elementary and organized form of
prostitution: the direct exchange of sexual favors for a bit of food, plastic sheet, a blanket, a
bar soap, or possibly a small sum of money" (Agier 2005:46). Many of the children in
refugee camps are either orphaned by war or separated from their parents by war making
them vulnerable to such exploitation. There is also material deprivation for all refugees
including these children even of the very basic needs pointing to why the report further
revealed that the sexual exploiters of these girls are adult men belonging to those social
categories that have some form of power in the camps. Many women are sexually abused
even at the transit centers for this same reason. Like Beth earlier shared in her experience,
after fleeing for days, refugees arrive at the borders tired, hungry, scared, and even ill. It is
easy for corrupt officers to ask for sexual favors in exchange for protection, food or medical
attention.

Men reported having been forced to fight and even kill. Some were forced to
turn against their own family or friends to betray or kill them. John remembered his uncle's
action "...my uncle was in the military. When the rebels captured him, they came with him
to our village and forced him to kill us using machetes. He refused to kill his family
members and they killed him instead... Some men who were forced to kill their family did
so out of fear of being killed them self. My uncle was a true hero and loved his family..."
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One man reported being forced to watch as his family was being tortured, and his wife and
young daughters were raped. This experience is similar to what K'Ahenda and others wrote
that "... There are several instances where the returnees have been executed ... In other cases,
refugees (even children) have been forced to assist one side or another in a civil war,
engineering military attacks on their families and innocent civilians in the camps" (SeweK'Ahenda 2005:34.)

Traumatic experience common to both men and women was being separated
from family during an ambush attack and not knowing their fate for years. John shared that
his new wife was away visiting her family when violence broke and both families were
separated. He says "...We ended up in two different refugee camps in Tanzania but didn't
know it.... After three years of searching for my wife, the government closed our camp and
transferred us to another. At first, I was upset, but it turned out good. In the other camp I
found my wife and her family. That is how we were reunited...".

Beth had to wait longer to find her family. In fact, she was still waiting at the time
of this interview twenty years later. She got separated from her husband and two daughters.
She later found out that her husband was killed. I asked her how she found out about her
daughters' whereabouts. She said "It is very hard to search when you are in refugee camp.
No one helps you to find them unless other refugees have seen them. Once in the USA, I
started to search for my husband and my two children who were separated from me at the
time of escape. I was hoping they were all together. I searched for them through the United
Nations Refugee agency [UNHCR] that was helping us, and other organizations that work
with refugees around the world to find out if they were in any refugee camp. Some years
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later, my older daughter was traced in a refugee camp in another country. She knew her
father was killed but she doesn't know about her sister. I was glad to know she is alive.
When I found her, I sent her back to school near the refugee camp. I know it will be good
for her. Now I send her school fees and other support ...you know, there is no job in the
camp. I hope we will be reunited someday but the process is long and complicated and may
take years. I am lucky she is alive, and I hope to find my other daughter soon."

Frank, a 54 yrs old man was separated from his wife in 1996 when he and his three
sons fled to a neighboring country. After several years of searching for his wife he assumed
she had been killed. Two years after he was resettled in the USA, his wife was found alive.
He was promised that they would be reunited soon, but it has taken more than ten years of
waiting. So, it has been more than twenty years since they were separated. Another man
Jerry painfully remembers many years of waiting for any news about his family as he simply
says "We were separated, and my wife and daughter ended up in Kinshasa and the rest of the
family ended up in Cameroon. From 1996 to 2006 I didn't know where they were. That is
very hard not knowing if they survived or if they were killed. One day you are hopeful and
the next you are grieving" Even after finding out where his wife and daughter were, it took
long for the family to be reunited.

Although I did not interview any children for this project it is obvious that
trauma was overbearing for the them. Stories of mothers raped in front of children, fathers
dragged out of their homes and never to be seen; watching faces of their parents scared to
death as they fled; and watching the only homes they had known burned down to ashes and
many more scenarios would be enough trauma to affect that child all their life.
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A refugee's life is riddled with loses - loss of freedom, security, peace, loved
ones, property, relationships and identity. Nancy summed up her loss in the following
words, "I do not like to think about it ... I lost so much ... friends who had become my sisters
while we were refugees in Rwanda, ... everything. You are left empty." Nancy's remark here
shows that in countries of refuge, refugees create communities that become family and a
support system. When they are forced to move from that camp or flee to another country,
they go through the loss again, leaving behind the little they had started to gather, thus reliving the experience of loss all over again. Nancy grieved the friends she had made in
Rwanda when they had to flee again to Tanzania since her first flight from Burundi, she was
very young to have any meaningful relationships outside of her family. She later had to
leave others in Tanzania when her family was resettled in the USA. Some are forced to leave
even close family members behind in refugee camps in Africa if those family members have
not yet been approved for resettlement. John and his wife were approved for resettlement
with their children but living parents were left in the refugee Camp. They share that leaving
their mothers in that state was the hardest decision they had to make. Like other refugees
they believed they would be better able to support them through the process from their new
home in the United States of America. Nancy's mother was approved five years later and
was able to join them. Unfortunately, John's mother died in the camp later while still
awaiting resettlement to join her children. John said "It was hard to hear. She waited for so
long. She had so much faith. She was already approved, and she was waiting for one last
confirmation letter"
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Faith

This research focused on African Christian refugees only. All the African
Christians interviewed reported having been Christians all their lives. Faith was central to
their survival and a source of strength along their journeys as refugees. I asked Nancy what
helped them overcome challenges along the way and her answer shows that faith was a
source of her strength along the way "We gained experience along the way that helped us to
adjust in new situations... I learned changes are not very bad, they help us grow. ...Fleeing
we walked with God. I learned God is everywhere and I can worship God anywhere
including a mosque. That was a major learning experience that has helped me all the time."
Nancy continued to explain this learning experience "... One time we were fleeing to a safe
place. We travelled for a long distance with a lot of challenges along the way. Many of us
were getting discouraged and almost giving up. I encouraged them to find a place to rest and
pray. We started looking for a church so we could spend the night there in prayer. We didn't
find a church building, but we found a mosque that was abandoned. Everyone in that village
had also fled. We said God is everywhere even in Mosque, so we stayed in that mosque all
night and prayed to our God. I knew I was not praying to the Muslim God but to the
Christian God although I was in a mosque and that gave me peace. That was a learning
experience for me. God is everywhere." Nancy's testimony here is a testimony of many
African Christian refugees who often credit God for taking them from violent situations,
saving their lives and bringing them to safety. Participants told of families saying prayers in
their hiding places and along the way as they fled.
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While in refuge host countries, John and Nancy helped plant an African Pentecostal
church in their refugee camp. John was ordained deacon in that church and his wife
coordinated the women's ministries and sung in the church choir. This is the same
denomination they have partnered with to plant their current church in the USA. As I
interviewed more pastors, I quickly realized that like John and Nancy many had experience
with ministry before coming to the USA. All were active in the life of the church and some
were involved in ministry either as pastors or as lay leaders or just as active participants in
the life of the church. For example, one pastor Danny, shared "I was an evangelist with Free
Methodist Church in Congo. While in Kenya I started the Good Shepherd church in Nairobi.
It is part of (Ministries of Revival for Christ churches. I was pastor there until I left" Another
Pastor Phil, said this about his ministry "I lived in refugee camps in Congo and Zambia for
several years. While I lived there, I started a congregation there with many nationalities. It
was a Pentecostal church. It is still there. I hope to go and visit them and send some help for
children." Six of the pastors interviewed had planted a church in their countries of refuge
before finally resettling in the USA. Most were affiliated with a Pentecostal denomination
and a few with a missionary church.
The following diagram shows the participants' involvement in church either in
home countries or countries of refuge before resettlement in the USA.
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Chat 2:1 Number of African refugees involved in ministry before resettlement into the USA.
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This chapter has answered the question who an African refugee is. African
refugee participants in this chapter have shared their stories of how they became refugees as
well as their experiences fleeing for their lives and living in refugee camps for many years.
Some of the participants were either born in refugee camps or their families fled their
countries when they were very young that they do not remember any life before violence.
Participants have shared about the trauma caused by the experiences, about their faith and
identity crisis. Understanding this making of an African refugee helps us understand some of
the struggles they have integrating into the American churches as well as into the society in
general.
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In the next chapter, the African refugee participants will share their
experience with the process of resettlement. They will share the opportunities and challenges
that come with resettlement and how they adjust to both.
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CHAPTER 3

RESETTLEMENT - CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

As we found out in chapter two, most refugees living in refugee
camps hope that one day things would change in their home countries so they can go
back home. However, this is not always the case. Some of the participants in this
research had at some point even attempted going back only to be faced with a new wave
of violence sending them back into the refugee camps. Nancy for example reported that
although she was only two years old when her family fled from Burundi to Rwanda, she
was determined to return to her country when the violence ended. When violence spread
into Rwanda, and there were rumors in the refugee camp that Burundi was calm, Nancy
left her parents and siblings in Rwanda and went back to check it out. If the reports
about peace were true, she would come back for her family. That plan did not work
because while she was in Burundi, the Burundi president was assassinated causing
massive violence across the country that had started to experience some calm. Nancy
was forced to flee back to Rwanda and later to Tanzania. This shows that in most
politically unstable countries, violence seems to be an unending cycle. In this case,
resettlement into a third country becomes the ultimate solution for refugees living in
refugee camps in a country of asylum.

After years of living in perpetual limbo, uncertainty and all other
challenges of refugee camp life, refugees start to look forward to the resettlement. This
move is expected to bring about a certain degree of normalcy into their lives, security, a
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sense of belonging and an opportunity to rebuild their lives. However, resettlement
brings with it other challenges. Resettlement for example, involves moving from the
known to the unknown for the refugee. Resettlement also involves making major
changes and adjustments in life and brings a host of other issues as refugees struggle to
adapt to life in the United States. This chapter will highlight the opportunities accorded
to the African Christian refugees as a result of the resettlement into the United States as
well as challenges that come with the resettlement.

The process of resettlement starts months before the actual travel
takes place. Once a refugee as an individual or a family has been identified, vetted and
approved for resettlement, a process of preparation starts. This includes basic language
training, and cultural orientation, meant to acquaint the refugees to their new lives and
ease the challenges of adjustment into their new home.

I asked each participant how they were prepared for life in the United Stated
before they transitioned from refugee camps to resettlement. All responses indicated that
some effort had been made to prepare them, but they all pointed out that the preparation
was not enough.

John and Nancy, for example, reported that their family was required to
attend orientation classes once they were approved for resettlement. I found out that this
is required for all refugees who are about to be resettled. However, several orientation
classes were cancelled last minute because the staff teaching those classes were either
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behind schedules or tied to other urgent calls. One participant said they were told that
orientation classes would run for one month, but they ended up taking the class for only
seven days before their scheduled time for travel. This shows that either there are not
enough staff working with the refugees during this time of transitioning and are thus
overwhelmed by the task, or the orientation for some reason is not given priority over
other tasks in refugee camps.

Nancy recalled some content from the orientation class as follows.
During orientation they told us of different cultures we would meet but they did not tell
us how other cultures were different from ours. They also told us of jobs that could be
available for us. When we got here, we found out that we could not get some of those jobs
anyway because of language. They also told us about weather changes. We did not
understand what they meant then. They told us about snow, but we had never seen snow
before. We arrived on the first day of December. It had snowed and I thought the ground
was covered with salt. I remember thinking - oh my they brought us to a land of salt! Then
the KRM person told us it was snow, and it was very cold... They had also told us that food
would be different. That was true because we could not find our food here, and even
American food that looks like ours, tastes different. They also told us about transportation.
They said we would have to use buses all the time because we would not be allowed to walk
on the streets in America ... In Africa we walked a lot - everywhere, to the market, to the
church, friend's house, everywhere. Here you ride a bus even for a short distance.
Nancy, like other participants, felt that although the orientation helped her some, she
found things to be very different from what she was expecting. Nancy's experience with
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preparation here aligns with Mummert and Bach's observation that "Refugees may have
acquired some ideas about their new land while in refugee camps. Many of these ideas,
however, may match actual experience as little as many American tourists prepare to
understand a culture they will travel to visit" (Mummert and Bach, Refugee Ministry in the
Local Congregation 1992:79).

Although it is almost impossible to prepare someone to understand a culture, they
have not yet experienced, it is certainly helpful to prepare them for the culture shock they
will experience. Tourists travel to visit a culture for fun knowing very well they will be
returning back to their home and culture soon. On the other hand, refugees’ lives take a
permanent radical change after resettlement. Most participants felt that the orientation in the
refugee camps was inadequate. Some expressed frustration that they were not told the whole
truth about the reality in the United States. Another participant, James, was frustrated by the
fact that they were promised good jobs, but they were not told they would need to learn a
English before they can get those jobs.

I asked each participant about the person who welcomed them when they first
arrived in the United States and how those people made them feel welcome.
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Figure 3:1 I was welcomed to the United States by ...
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The above bar shows participants' responses to the first part of the question. Of the
twenty-seven African refugees participating, all said a representative from a resettlement
agency was present at the airport to welcome them when they arrived. Most were employees
of the Kentucky refugee ministries while those who moved to Lexington from other states
had Lutheran Refugee Services or Catholic Charities. Twenty-three of the participants said
representatives from a church that was sponsoring them accompanied the refugee agency
staff who met them at the airport. The other four said they did not have any church
sponsorship. Three had relatives already resettled in the United States who were part of the
welcoming team. This shows that most refugees were met at the airport and welcomed by
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either a refugee agency representative or both the refugee agency representative and
sponsoring church volunteers. Only a small number knew anyone in the United States before
they were resettled. No one said they were not met and welcomed when they arrived into the
United States.

Although participants used different terms to explain what made them feel welcome,
all the answers pointed to hospitality as key to the refugees feeling welcome. John and
Nancy are one of the families that did not have church sponsorship during their resettlement.
However, they were met at the airport by two Kentucky Refugee Ministry representatives
who welcomed them and took them to their new home. Answering the question what made
you feel welcome, Nancy said-:
They were expecting us. They seemed very happy to see us and they warmly
welcomed us. They had done some research because they knew our names and our
children's names and where we were coming from. We felt like they already knew
us. They were very hospitable. I will never forget. When we got to the house,
everything was prepared. There were beds and beddings for everyone. Food was
ready. It all gave us hope since we had no idea where we were going to sleep or live.
Another participant James said-:
They [KRM staff and church volunteers] were the first people to see when we
arrived at the airport. You know, when you don't know where you are or anything - It
is good they came for us. To meet us and show us the way. They set apartment for us
- they had a roster list for people to do orientation for us and to show us around. We
felt they care. A case worker was always available to answer our questions.
John added:
They met us at the airport and gave us a ride to the house. Everybody was very tired.
They had prepared the apartment for us even with food ready. The next day they
took us to shop for more food and got us clothing and showed us around. That was
very good.
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Jim added that "They had secured a house for us before we got there. There were people
ready to take us around and show us places like hospital, shops and school for the children.
They gave us a number to call if we had a need. They were very kind.”

Some common phrases from all participants explaining what made them feel
welcome when they first arrived included -: we felt they care, they gave us hope, they were
available, they were kind, they were prepared for us or expecting us, secured a house for us,
food was provided and ready. All these phrases and others used by respondents, indicate that
acts of hospitality either by a resettlement agency representatives or church volunteers are
mainly what made the African refugees feel welcome into the United States.

I asked each participant what the hardest areas had been to adjust to in America.
According to the respondents in this research as shown in the previous chapter, the average
number of years spent in refugee camps before resettlement is twenty-two. That means that
most of them spent half of their life in refugee camps while others were born in those
refugee camps. Having in mind the experiences and conditions in refugee camps as narrated
by both the refugees and aid workers, I wondered again and again even as I asked the
African refugees what they found to be the most challenging area to adjust to. How can
someone who has lived in African refugee camps most or all their lives, be resettled in an
American city and not only be expected to survive and thrive, but also become a productive
member of the society?
That question reminded me of what Tuan said, that “to be forcefully evicted from
one’s home and neighborhood is to be stripped of a sheathing, which in its familiarity
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protects the human being from the bewilderments of the outside world” (Tuan, quoted in
Tweed, 1999:151.

Challenges faced by African refugees upon resettlement are diverse and at the same
time also correlated. One challenge leads to another and solving one could solve multiple
others. Participants used varying terms to explain similar challenges. Coding those responses
multiple times reduced the categories to a few. Therefore, based on the participants'
responses to this question, I divided the challenges faced by the African refugees after
resettlement into three categories. These categories are cultural, economic and
psychological.

Challenges

Cultural adjustment.

During the initial days after African refugees are resettled, one of the challenges they
face is acclimating to life in an American city. The challenge for someone who has never
lived in a city before is enormous. Simple day to day tasks that Americans might think are
obvious become a daunting task for the newly resettled refugee. Tasks such as operating
appliances like microwaves, stoves, washer and dryer or refrigerator will require training
and orientation. I was once a volunteer for helping with this phase of orientation. I had to
make sure at least two family members learned how to turn on an electrical or gas stove,
otherwise they would not cook for fear of breaking the item. I met one family that had not
used their microwave for three months since they moved into their apartment because they
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had been warned that it can blow up if they use the wrong containers. They figured to avoid
the risk; they would just avoid touching the microwave altogether. Another family used their
fridge as a pantry and stored dry cereal like beans while eggs were on top of the fridge far
from the kids reach. When I explained that eggs would be spoiled if left on the counter, they
too argued with me that in their native countries they did not have refrigerators and the eggs
did not go bad for weeks, which is true and wondered why American eggs go bad quickly.
They learn that they have to relearn everything they knew all over. Walking with refugees
during this phase requires a lot of understanding and patience.

Life in American cities is faster than what African refugees were used to in refugee
camps and they have to keep up with the speed to survive. John said one of the hardest
things he had to adjust to in the United States of America is working a lot. He continued to
stress the fact that "in America there is no time for self, family, or church. People
[employers] care about money than people's lives. Here [USA] you benefit physically and
materially, but spiritually you lose." Many participants echo similar sentiments as they feel
they are constantly working and almost have no time for anything else and for some, the
wage is minimal. African refugees are hard workers and they appreciate having a job. I
believe the challenge they are expressing here is that due to the minimal wage jobs they do,
they have to work multiple jobs with no time to rest and yet they continue to struggle
financially.
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Some of the African refugees came from rural parts of Africa or in refugee camps
where they lived as a community with relatives and friends close by. Finding themselves in
downtown Lexington city with strangers is indeed a challenge.

John and Nancy, for example, shared with me how strange it felt that they did not get
to meet their next-door neighbors for several months. Even when they did meet them, their
neighbors did not seem interested in knowing anything about the new family, not even their
names. On the other hand, the African family was hoping to share with their American
neighbors all about their past experiences and journey to America. The lack of interest from
their neighbors was disappointing for the African refugees. In the African culture which
John and Nancy came from, as Nancy explained "when new people move into a community,
the residents of that community welcome them by first visiting the new people and inviting
them into their house for a meal even if just a cup of tea. That's how new people know they
are welcome, and you are friendly." John and Nancy at that time interpreted their neighbors'
action or inaction as unfriendly and unwelcoming. They felt alone and lost. I can imagine
this family like other refugees feeling marginalized as they see themselves as the minority
and with no one in the community interested in knowing them, they felt as though they were
being ignored.

After living in crowded refugee camps for years, now John, Nancy and their
family moved to what they referred to as an 'empty' neighborhood where everybody stayed
inside their houses all the time. Nancy remembers how hard it was to keep kids in the house
all day. "We had been warned that we should not let children play outside alone or near the
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streets. They also said little kids can disappear if they go outside alone. I also thought the
kids might get lost outside and not find their way back to the right house. Outside was also
very cold at the time, so we made sure they stayed inside all the time." Obviously American
city lifestyle was strange for the African refugee. They were used to letting their children
play outside with neighborhood children without any supervision while parents were busy
elsewhere and other parents being responsible for any child outside playing.

These experiences reflect how Louis Wirth’s description of cities as places of
anonymity and disorder, as settlements in which people treat each other with indifference,
competition, and exploitation. A city is a place of strangers, the web of gossip, social
pressure, and concern about the opinions of others is unable to hold in check the criminal,
the prostitute, and the social deviant, or to prevent the personal breakdown of the
increasingly isolated individual” (Wirth 2010:119).

Although resettlement agencies try hard to find apartments for new in-coming
refugees that are in neighborhoods where other refugees from their native countries live, this
is not always possible. John and Nancy, for example, were placed in a duplex with no other
Africans nearby. They were told that the reason was because they had a large family and
consequently, they needed more bedrooms. Available apartments near other African
refugees did not have those many rooms. This presented another problem for them - lack of
a support system. The African refugees, however, have found a way of addressing this
challenge. Once they are able to secure apartments on their own, without outside help they
move closer to their support systems. John and Nancy eventually moved from their first
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duplex into an apartment complex that has other African refugee families. Other participants
also indicated that they had moved from their initial apartment to apartments closer to
people they knew in search of support system especially help watching kids when the
parents have to work.
As Wirth further puts it "In the city, there is the “weakening of bonds of kinship and
the declining social significance of the family, the disappearance of the neighborhood, and
the undermining of the traditional basis of social solidarity" (Wirth in Gmelch, Kemper and
Zenner 2010:14). Although Wirth’s theory has been challenged by his critics who think his
theory is addressing the issue of industrialization and not urbanism, I found some truth of his
claims in the refugee community I studied. It is because of the “strangeness” in the
neighborhoods for example, that these refugees were moving to neighborhoods with people
they knew which eventually results to closely knit urban villages.

During this study I confirmed some information I had from other sources that there
are many African refugees living in some neighborhoods outside of Richmond road in
Lexington. I found out that most of them lived in this part of the city where they have almost
taken over the entire neighborhoods. As more and more African refugees move to that
neighborhood, people of other races tend to move away. John and Nancy were living in such
a neighborhood for several years after moving out of their initial duplex. Although the
family was happy to have their own and spacious home through the help of the Habitat for
Humanity, they were already missing the support from their previous neighbors especially
with children after school before Nancy got home from work or school.
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On top of the lack of support systems they were used to in their native countries and
in refugee camps, American city life also threatens their very culture. Their children slowly
forget their native tongues as they adopt English for survival. Some respondents also
expressed concern that their values were at stake with children adapting to American values.
Some parents mentioned the media as a contributing factor to this breaking of values,
pointing out that their children were learning bad things from the television, other social
media and friends in school. A major outcry from most participants was the challenge of
raising children in America while parents are not allowed to discipline them. I asked
participants with young children how their children were adapting to life in Lexington. One
of the participants, Mary, said of her children.

They seem to be doing Ok. They learn the language faster than the adults and
this helps with school, but I fear for them because now they are learning a lot
of inappropriate behavior from other kids in school. In our culture, we
discipline children but here we cannot beat them. When our children know
this, they become disobedient and this is frustrating to us parents.
Mary's response here illustrates a major cultural adjustment challenge among
African refugees, especially newly resettled refugees. Participants shared that during
orientation, parents are instructed on American child protection laws. They know
corporal punishment is not allowed in the United States and is in fact considered
child abuse. Yet, some African refugee parents have been charged with child abuse
or neglect. For the Africans, this presents a major conflict of values. For African
refuges, not disciplining children in this manner is considered neglect. So, most
participants wondered out loud "How can we raise children we are not allowed to
discipline? what kind of people will they become?"
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The conflict is complicated further by some children who, once they learn of
these laws that protect children, they become disobedient to their parents. If a parent
disciplines the child, the child either threatens to call police or actually calls
authorities on the parent. I learned through these participants and other contacts that
some African refugee parents had their children taken from them by child protection
services and placed on foster care as a result of this misunderstanding. The African
refugee parents are then required to take parenting classes, therapy, and multiple
supervised visits before they can start the process of hearings to determine whether
those children will be safe if given back to the parents. These incidents sent a wave
of fear and confusion among newly resettled African refugees that some parents
would not dare correct their own children for fear of losing their kids. This also
caused conflicts between parents as they blamed each other in cases where the kids
were taken away.

As expected, language was reported by all participants as one of the hardest and
major challenge to overcome. Nancy responded as follows-:

For me language was one of the hardest areas to adjust. learning a new
language is not easy. I spoke four languages before coming to America and I
could not use any of them here. You have to learn a new one to survive in
America. You have to learn it very fast and under pressure to find a job. That
was very hard, but I somehow learned the language and got a job.
As Nancy points out, African refugees like many Africans speak multiple languages.
All participants in this study spoke one or more foreign languages like French and
Portuguese on top of their native languages. These foreign languages vary according to what
country had colonized that refugee's native country. They also learned other languages like

Gichuru 73

Swahili in their countries of asylum. Unfortunately, none of the participants in this study
was fortunate to have come from an English-speaking country although some had picked a
little English from the countries of asylum. One of the participants had lived in an Englishspeaking country prior to resettlement and worked with some Western missionaries thus
able to communicate some in English by the time he was resettled into the USA.

Language barrier affects all other aspects of life including the refugees' effort to
acclimate and integrate into their new communities. Language barrier limits refugees in
terms of making connections with the people around them, running their daily lives like
going to the grocery stores, riding a bus getting a driver's license or finding a job.

Participants said they were aware that being able to communicate in English
language is crucial to getting a job in Lexington and this skill determines the kind of job one
does. The only types of jobs non-English speaking refugees get are those that do not require
written or oral communication skills. Some employers use other African refugees who can
speak English to train those without language skill on the jobs and what is expected of them
at work. Some of the refugees indicated that some refugees are often exploited by mean
employers who know the refugees have little choice. Some have been subjected to long
hours of work, without regular days off while others are paid poorly. Since they cannot
communicate in English, these employers know they are not likely to file formal complaints
and they are ignorant of labor laws that protect refuges and indeed all employees from
exploitation.

Inadequate language skill also affects the refugee's healthcare as it limits their ability
to communicate with healthcare providers. Sometimes the doctors use interpreters to
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adequately understand the patient. One can only imagine how uncomfortable that can be.
Having to narrate your health problem even private ones to a friend or worse to a stranger so
the doctor can be told. This not only violates the refugee's health privacy but also one can
never be sure the doctor is getting accurate complaint from the patient or the doctor's
directions accurately communicated to the patient.
The language issue also affects the involvement of parents with their children’s
education. These parents are not able to communicate with the teachers even on crucial
matters without an interpreter. The parents are not even able to help their children with
homework or read to understand paperwork sent home from the schools. As a result, as
children grow and learn the language, they become intermediaries between the parents,
teachers and school administrators. Some children hide crucial information from parents
especially when those kids are in trouble. Although the school districts offer language
interpreters to help with the problem, it still limits the natural flow of conversations between
parents and teachers. Overall language barrier affects even the whole learning and
performance of children in schools.

Nancy reported that Kentucky Refugee Ministries (KRM) offers English as a Second
language (ESL) classes to newly resettled refugees. However, the classes are not adequate.
Some local churches also offer ESL but some refugees have to work as soon as they arrive
to support their families, so they do not time for other classes. Although for some, learning
English seems hard, many said they are determined to learn it knowing that it will eventually
help them get better jobs and live better lives.
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Economic challenges

Economic challenges experienced by the African refugees are enormous and
intertwined. The African refugee’s economic challenges start even before they arrive in the
United States. First, they start life in the USA from a disadvantaged point. First refugees lost
everything they ever owned when they fled their home countries. For all the years spent in
refugee camps, they were solely dependent on humanitarian aid. So, when refugees resettle
in the United States, they have nothing to call their own.

Resettlement agents like the KRM can only assist the refugees for a limited time, as
there are always new incoming refugees needing their assistance. The resettlement agencies
therefore support a refugee family for about three months, after which one or more persons
in that family is expected to have a job and take over the responsibility of supporting the rest
of the family. During those first three months, the new refugee families are provided with
housing which is typically minimally furnished with items donated by sponsors. The family
is also provided with meals, transportation and healthcare for the three months. This is
where a refugee family having a church sponsorship is crucial because when the
resettlement agency stops their support, the church can continue supporting that family until
they are able to stand on their own.

John and Nancy are one of the families I interviewed who had no church sponsors
when they arrived. Responding to my question on whether his family had sponsors from a
church, John said "There was no church sponsorship. Only KRM helped us. The government
said after three months I have to pay my own rent so there was no church sponsorship. The
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KRM office helped me to get some jobs to be able to pay rent and other bills. I had to do
many jobs because one job was not enough..."

Low income

The challenge of achieving some form of economic stability for the African refugee
family is increased by several factors. First due to the fact that refugees are without the
needed skills, have no or limited English language for communication and have no reliable
transportation; they can only get minimum wage jobs. On the other hand, improving their
economic status requires adequate finances. For example, one will need money to acquire
and maintain a car to help with reliable transportation needed and required by most
employees for work. One needs money to attend classes to improve on a needed skill to
secure a better job. Participants explained how these challenges become a cycle very
difficult to break and yet they are expected to take up responsibilities and thrive like other
members of the community.

Government loans

One of the things I learned from participants about this was that part of their
resettlement costs including air tickets were a loan from the United States government that
must be paid back. The grace period is short, and payments start within the first few months
of resettlement. This in itself is financially crippling for the refugees who can't afford to
meet their very basic needs in the first place. John and Nancy were still paying back their
loans years later. Although I did not ask them how much they had to reimburse the United
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States government, I can imagine with a large family as theirs it must be a huge bill. Paying
back loans becomes an added burden on top of all other obligations to carry out.

Housing

One of the many things African refugees greatly appreciate when resettled in the
United States is an already secured apartment. After living in refugee camps' tents and
making the long journey, they appreciate finding an already prepared, safe and comfortable
apartment. This joy however turns to panic when they find out not only how much the
apartment costs but also the fact that they have to come up with that money within a short
period. Additional frustration for African refugees regarding housing is that while the
resettlement agencies helps them find apartments; refugees usually find the apartments big
and a waste of space. Most of these refugees coming from refugee camps are used to sharing
even a small space with relatives and friends. In the United States they find policies that
dictate how many people can occupy a certain space. For example, a two-bedroom
apartment can be occupied by only four people regardless of the age of the occupants. If
allowed and given their circumstances some refugees would share one apartment with
multiple families and save money. One couple complained that they had to pay for two
bedrooms while they and their two little children slept in one bedroom. Some of John and
Nancy's kids did not want to be in a room alone. All the kids preferred sleeping in one room,
so they put some mattresses on the floor in one room. It made the little kids feel safe in a
foreign place and especially since they were used to sleeping together in refugee camps. The
frustration with the system was that the other two rooms were unoccupied unless they had
guests and yet they had to pay rent for a four-bedroom apartment. After some time, the
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African refugees learn from other refugees of landlords who are not strict on enforcing these
housing rules and eventually rent smaller and affordable apartments from those landlords.

Family obligation

Another financial burden that African refugees carry is that of supporting family
members and extended relatives still living in African countries. Some of those relatives
either took a risk and went back to volatile home countries or are still living in refugee
camps. In many African cultures a family is more than a nuclear family of parents and their
children. Families are extended sometimes even to include a clan. Also, members of a
family are culturally obligated to care for each other, and this is why these refugees, though
poor in the American standards strive to send money to those relatives. Migration scholar
Nicholas notes that “one of the most important influences refugees and other migrants can
have on their countries of origin is through the remittances they send” (Van Hear in
Gmelch, Kemper, and Zenner 2010:396). Nicholas also clarifies that countries of origin can
also be neighboring countries of asylum where many refugee populations reside.
Participants expressed the responsibility they have to continue supporting those relatives
they consider less fortunate since they were not resettled into a better situation as they are.
The relatives mostly depend on the support from their relatives living in America and other
wealthy countries for more than just basic sustenance. The African refugees in the United
States of America send back remittances to send children to schools, help relatives start
family businesses, for healthcare as well as to meet other basic needs. In the previous
chapter for example, we met Beth who shared that her daughter had been missing for a long
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time and when the daughter was found in a refugee camp in another country, she
immediately sent her back to school. Now Beth sends her daughter school fees to keep
advancing her education. Beth hopes that the education her daughter is receiving will benefit
her when she is reunited with her family in the USA.

All participants interviewed indicated that they have relatives in Africa whom they
help by sending money from their meager salaries. On these remittances, Shandy found out
that “remittances are not merely a transfer of wealth between relative ‘have’ and ‘have nots’, but also serve to maintain ties of reciprocity within families separated by warfare and
emigration” (Shandy in Gmelch, Kemper and Zenner 2010:397). It is therefore difficult for
one to break from this cultural expectation and obligation thus they juggle the burden of
providing for a family with them in the United States of America and others in Africa. Those
that are not able to support family in Africa, live under much stress and guilt even when the
families in Africa understand.

Education

All of the refugee participants in this study indicated that they have had a certain
level of education although they cannot prove it. Some were professionals working as
teachers or in other fields when war broke in their countries. Others were students in various
levels and had to flee their country before they completed studies. Other were too young but
they did some schooling while living in refugee camps in countries of asylum.

Since the participants came mainly from either Burundi, the Republic of Congo and
the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), the official language in those countries is French
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and the educational institutions' language of instruction is French. Once they resettle into the
United States of America, African refugees have to learn a new language to enter the school
system.
Another challenge is that most of the refugees lost all their documents when war
broke in their countries including diplomas. Many said that their homes were burnt down to
ashes by rebel groups. Institutions of learning were also burnt down, which means any saved
documents were lost and administrators of those schools either killed or scattered as
refugees. Consequently, refugees have no proof they have any education - no transcripts, no
diplomas and no institutions to contact for verification of their claim. Studying a different
group of African refugees from Ethiopia, Eritrea and Somali now resettled in Minnesota,
Arthur gathered similar information and he concluded that "Continuing their education has
been one of the most difficult transitions.... Because their education had been disrupted,
many entered the United States without credentials to show. Often when they attempted to
continue their education in the United States, they encountered humiliating difficulties."
(Arthur 2000:60) The frustration the participants expressed was that although some of them
have had some level of education, when they enter American schools they are considered as
people with no education at all. They are often judged by their English language skill and
having an accent.

For those that held professional jobs in healthcare, education and business before
coming to the United States and have their credentials, they find out that degrees and
professional credentials earned in Ethiopia and Somalia do not easily transfer to the United
States, requiring one to go back to school again (Arthur 2000:60).
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When I asked Beth, another participant what she thought about the resettlement
process, she said she appreciates the organization and wonders how they would have made it
without their assistance. Then she added, "I only wish they were open with us about life in
America before we come. In fact, they lie to us because if we know someone might choose
another country. For example, they said I could get a job as a nurse since I was trained in
that area, only to be told that I had to go back to school before I can work in America. One
could choose to go to a place that would accept and honor their credentials"

This shows the concern is widespread at least among those who expected to
continue academically and professionally from where war disrupted their process.

Psychological challenges

Some of the main challenges all refugees bring with them into their new home are
psychological in nature. Unlike economic, cultural and other physical needs which are
visible, psychological needs cannot be easily identified. The psychological problems stem
mostly from trauma due to the refugees' past experiences with war and the struggles that
ensue. As a pastoral counselor, I picked from participants' responses, issues of trauma and
unresolved grief that had not been addressed for years. As a result, these problems have led
to other deeper psychological issues that many African refugees struggle with each day and
must be addressed for the refugees to live productive lives.
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Symptoms of unresolved grief as well as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
were evident as participants shared their own stories or those of family and church members.
For example, many participants had difficulties reflecting on past experiences. John for
example said his past had too many painful memories that he never likes to think about it.
Nancy summarized her life experience as having "too many losses." Some participants
would be teary when narrating some painful memories during the life story question. For
some the memories were very raw even though years had passed since the experiences. Tim,
a participant and one of the pastors shared about how his brother suffers at night with
nightmares. "He wakes up saying he can hear loud sounds of gunshots and sometimes runs
to hide, only to realize it was a dream." Beth said, "I can never get the pictures of rebels and
burning villages and dead people off my mind" after a long silence she said "It was a
horrible scene. Many people were killed before they could flee. How can a person ever
forget that." As Mummert and Bach observed in another research the struggle for African
refugees to reach safely mixed with the shock of adapting to a new culture add to the
trauma. These experiences and emotions create complex psychological and emotional needs
(Mummert and Bach 1992:85).

Children of African refugees are not immune to PTSD either. As part of my
participation observation, I attended a baby welcoming ceremony (African version of the
American baby shower) hosted by a group of church women for one of the expectant moms.
In their culture, baby showers are held after the baby is born. The expectant mom was part
of a newly resettled family and had several other young children. All the church women who
were also relatively new in the country had brought their children with them to the
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ceremony. The visiting women coming to "see" the baby would normally bring food to eat
with the family, and gifts for the baby. After eating together, they celebrate with dance and
then conclude the ceremony with prayers for the protection of the baby and the mother.
On that particular day after eating, all the children went out to play outside while the
mothers carried on with the rest of the ceremony. The women inside locked the door for a
time of prayer to keep the kids from disrupting the prayer time. I sat by the window so I
could see the children playing and they seemed to be having fun. Suddenly all the children
started running towards the house screaming and crying. I could tell they were terrified.
Since we were just about to pray, the mothers were reluctant to let the kids in. But they
sounded too frantic to ignore. I looked through the window and I saw a police car slowly
driving around the neighborhood. I thought to myself, well, it is safe now that the officer is
driving by. At that point the women unlocked the door for all the children to come in. Some
were trembling with fear, so terrified that no words came out. Others were screaming so
loud that I was tempted to go outside and see what scared them. I asked what was going on.
One of the mothers simply said in her language "wameona askari" [they have seen a police
officer]. The tone and the response from that mother said that they were used to that reaction
by the children every time a police officer drove by. The mothers held their children tight
until they were calm. The children would not dare go out to play again. The children were
led into a bedroom and they sat still and quiet for the rest of my visit. All I could hear from
that bedroom were whispers from the kids and I could tell they were still terrified.
After prayers, I inquired why the children were terrified of the police. One mother
responded "They think all police are the same. Where we came from police are not good
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people. They kill people, and the children know that. Some children have seen or heard
really bad things and they tell the other kids ..."
From that observation, I realized that any police officer triggers memories of rebels
and solders in war zone for both children and adults. Some children witnessed their mothers
raped by solders in uniform. Others knew their fathers and other relatives were picked up by
those solders and never came back alive. It seems the refugee children share with other
children their horror stories and the fear spreads among them. The children are simply
reliving that trauma every time they see a 'soldier'. Given the fact that formal counseling is
not a common practice in some parts of Africa, many African refugees may not know that
such help exists for them and their children.

During this research I also found out that marital conflict and even violence was high
among the African Christian refugee community as well as among non-Christian African
refugees although that population is small. Several participants acknowledged the fact that
marital conflict is a real and a big challenge they were having to address with their
parishioners. Some men have had restraining orders as a result of violence or threats towards
their spouse. Several women were or had been in a domestic violence shelter, some for
extended periods or multiple times. Other women do not report the abuse and when they do,
they later withdraw charges for various reasons. One of the reasons is the fear of carrying
family financial burden alone should the husband be jailed. Others are afraid of the stigma
and blame which is very common within that group. Others fear their children could be
taken away if it was known that their fathers were violent.
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I asked African pastors and leaders why that was so. Some pastors thought it was due
to the pressures and stress of adjusting to life in a new location. Others thought it was all
about finances. Some others thought it was a cultural misunderstanding on the part of
American authorities. Many pastors strongly felt reversal of gender roles was to blame.
Some pastors also pointed to past trauma as a cause.
Table 3:1 Perceived causes of marital conflicts and domestic violence among
African Christian refugee families.
Perceived causes of
marital conflict

Number of Participants
holding that view

Resettlement stress

10

Finances

25

Reversal of gender

12

roles and space
Past trauma

5

A bad ingrained

2

cultural practice
Misunderstanding
from the American authorities

3

All the above reasons suggested by the participants seem compelling and thus call
for much more attention. It also seems that the reasons are connected in some ways. First,
the stress of resettling in a new world is real. Families must learn a new way of doing almost
everything including how they relate to each other. This issue is related to reversal of gender
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roles and the conflict of gender space. As I inquired further about what other factors
contributed to the marital conflicts among African refugee families, these two issues came
up from many participants. Even those who mentioned finances, it was, for example,
because the wife is the one working and the husband had been laid off, but he still wants to
manage the family money. When families are resettled for example, they quickly learn they
need more than one check to survive. For the first time for some of these families, wives join
their husbands in the workforce outside of home and they too become bread winners. Yet
the husband wants to control how the family money is spent just like he always did when he
was the sole provider. During these conversations I was also reminded that in African
cultures space is gendered. Just like Lewellen found about Eritrean culture. "The public
sphere belongs to the men while the private sphere belongs to the women. When refugees
are resettled in the West, this use of space is either reversed or rendered irrelevant especially
when both men and women have to go to work in the public space” (Lewellen 2002:183).
This has been a major source of conflict in African refugee households even leading to
divorce. This is also similar to what Modan referred to as the 'invocation of public and
private spheres' when the Danforth residents used the metaphor as a political strategy. In
doing so observed Modan, “they put blur the boundary between the private sphere of the
home and the public sphere of politics" (Modan 2007:207).

Analyzing how people use the public and private space in the United States and
central Europe, Susan Gal notes “…the categories of public and private are ideologically
potent across many contexts. The concept of public and private are major categories that
people use to organize space, but there is an incredible amount of variation across time
space and situation in what counts as private and public and how they are seen to relate to
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each other” (Gal in Modan 2007:208). In the case of African cultures this gendering of
space may have implications of power and control. In some African cultures, especially the
matriarchal societies, women occupy the private space and hold power. For example, they
own land, care for the children and manage stock and other family property, while men who
occupy the public space and offer security for the family/clan. In other cultures, public space
will indicate power and authority, especially in politics and work. Either way, whether
matrilineal or patrilineal descent in a society, for men whose self image is nurtured in public
spaces, the radical change brings crisis.

Tied to the issue of reversal of gender roles is management of family finances. Those
who suggested this to be a cause of marital conflict however, also added that conflict is
highest at the beginning of the year when families receive their tax returns. This is the only
time these families receive a 'huge' amount of money at the same time. They shared that at
that time both the husband and wife want to remit some money to their own families back in
Africa for support. In some cases, if the husband is controlling, he will want to send more to
his family than to his wife's family. If the wife worked for the same amount and in some
cases more, she too wants to have a voice in deciding who they support and when. While
earning money is a blessing for them, it also becomes a major source of conflict.

I also found out that some of the men charged with domestic violence have been
ordered to go for counseling and anger management classes by the court. This suggests that
anger management is an issue and a cause of the conflict. Given that one of the symptoms of
Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is being easily irritable and exhibiting aggressive
behavior, it is possible that this is what is at play in these situations.
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Those that felt cultural misunderstanding could explain the high number of cases
reported as marital conflict were alluding to the fact that what could be interpreted as
spousal abuse in the American culture is not necessarily abuse in the African context. One
pastor insisted that even police should know there are those differences. However other
participants felt that some men were used to abusing their wives and they have not been able
to change those bad habits since they moved to America. John explained this further "In
Africa men do not get in trouble for abusing their wives or children. But in America it is the
law - they just need to change. That's all. It is a bad habit they formed."

Opportunities

Resettlement into the United States definitely opens a world of opportunities for the
African Refugees. One of the opportunities is the ability to work. Despite the hardship
African refugees grapple with during resettlement, they bring with them a strong work ethic,
and a desire to succeed in the United States. As participants reflected on their experiences,
they expressed gratitude for the opportunity afforded them to work. The fact that many
refugees had sat idly in refugee camps for years explains their desire to work even when the
work is manual, and the pay is low. The types of jobs most of them do are manual. They
work in farms, hotel industry as housekeepers, in warehouses, restaurants and other jobs that
do not require much language skill or job training. Employers appreciate the African
refugees' work ethic and I was told that some potential employers would even call the KRM
to ask if any of the refugees needed work.
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This opportunity also gives African refugees a sense of self esteem and self worth.
Anyone who has ever lived on donations and handouts know the feeling of liberation that
comes from being able to support oneself and provide for loved ones. Participants expressed
how good it felt to wake up knowing they had a job and how that gives them a purpose in
life.

The opportunity to work also makes it possible for the African refugees to be able to
support their families in the United States as well as those they left behind. While
remittances add to the financial burden for the refugees who are at the same time also trying
to stabilize economically in their new homes, the refugees are grateful for the opportunity
and ability to help their relatives. This support could not be possible if the resettled refugees
were still living in the refugee camps. The remittances indirectly benefit more than just the
extended relatives who receive the money. The remittances benefit the whole refugee
communities in Africa refugee camps. This brings to mind the picture of Kakuma refugee
camp in Kenya. Initially refugees in Kakuma were resettled in a semi-arid place where many
Kenyans considered uninhabitable. Over the years what used to be only a Kakuma refugee
camp has now grown to be a major trading center due these remittances from refugee
families already in Diaspora. This development also means that refugees living in those
refugee camps have opportunities to better their situations.
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Education

Many of the African refugees whose education and carriers were cut short by
conflicts go back to school once they settle down. Although financing the schooling is
expensive, those who are able prioritize education as soon as they learn the importance
of education for advancement in the United States. I was amazed by the determination
many showed and the progress they had made within a short time amid challenges of
language and financial constrain.
John and Nancy, for example, when they were resettled neither of them spoke
English. They both had minimum education, the equivalent of an American associate degree
but their credentials were not transferable to the American system either. However, unlike
most refugees, they had official documents to show they had attended school. Both took
advantage of the English as a Second Language (ESL) class KRM was offering. They later
enrolled at a more advanced English language class offered by the local university. Both
mastered the language well enough to be accepted in a degree program. Advancing from a
community college, to a bachelor’s program to graduate school. The first time I met with
this couple, John was a full-time graduate student and at the same time working two full
time jobs, a night shift at a warehouse and as a pastor during the day on top of other family
obligations. Nancy was at a nursing school and working full time as a certified nurse
assistant (CNA).
At the time of this interview, John had completed his master’s degree in
social work and Nancy shifted career slightly from nursing and was now a physician
assistant (PA). All this was achieved while still adjusting to a new culture, and all the other
challenges of resettlement. I found this to be a very common trend among African refugees.
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23 out of the 27 participants were in some school program at various levels. Most in the
community colleges and others taking online classes through various universities. The newly
resettled refugees were still attending language classes. This shows that this population
values education and puts effort to make use of the opportunity.
Although the African refugee adults have benefited tremendously from the education
opportunity, participants believed that their children are already reaping even more benefits
from the opportunity. Coming to the United States opened doors for the African refugee
children to education as well. One of the ways, is that education is free through high school.
In many African countries high school education is as expensive as college education in
America. Many kids thus drop out of high school simply because families cannot afford it.
In America, these kids are assured of high school education. They also receive other
assistance. I found out many of the kids pay a reduced price for school lunch and others
receive free lunch.

When I asked how their kids were doing in school, many participants had much hope
for the future of their children. John responded, "They are in a better position than us
parents. They learn the language faster and they understand the culture better. They can go
far in education. That is what we pray for them. All this work we do, we struggle for them to
succeed." Many children as I learned are involved in spots in the hope that, that will earn
them scholarships to colleges. In fact, several kids from the African refugee community, I
was told are extraordinarily successful in sports like soccer and football and many have
athletic and or academic scholarships to local colleges and universities. Overall, the children
are advancing well in the area of education even amid challenges of adjustment into new
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culture while at the same time expected by their parents to live their old culture and
sometimes prejudice from their peers. The parents encourage their kids to take full
advantage of the opportunity to obtain education knowing well that education holds the key
to the success of the next generation.

Housing

The dream of every family especially in the United States, is to one day own a home.
This dream though is farfetched for many African refugees who live on a limited income.
However, during this research, I found out that several of the African refugee families living
in Lexington had benefited from the Lexington Habitat home sponsorship program. John,
Nancy, and their children are beneficiaries of that incredible opportunity that made them
homeowners. With gratitude, they explained to me the requirements and the long application
process they went through to be approved as homebuyers.

The information is also on the Lexington Habitat for Humanity website which says
in part "In Lexington there are an estimated 30,000 families whose incomes fall below 60%
of area median income and many of these families live in inadequate, sub-standard and
expensive housing. Lexington Habitat provides a unique opportunity for some of these hardworking, low-income families to purchase their own homes". Lexington Habitat for
Humanity, http://www.lexhabitat.org (accessed May 6, 2018)

Future home owners are required to invest time and labor in the building of the home
through what the Habitat for humanity refer to as "Sweat equity". Depending on the number
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of adults in the family, 'sweat Equity' can be between 250 and 500 hours. John had two other
full-time jobs, so he had to work odd hours on the house and even enlist his friends' help to
complete the required 500 hours. Habitat also requires that Homebuyer families attend
weekly homebuyer classes for approximately 20 weeks. The classes provide an opportunity
for the families to understand Habitat’s policies, and learn about homeownership, among
other things. These classes cover topics like budgeting, savings, insurance, home
maintenance, and safety. John and Nancy shared that they both attended the classes. Nancy
added "It is really good that habitat requires people to attend the class because we did not
know all the responsibilities of buying a home and at the end, we learned more about other
things not just buying a home". Although only a small fraction of the refugee population
gets the opportunity, for those that do, it completely changes that family’s life. John and
Nancy's family are grateful and happy to own their own home, an opportunity they would
never had dreamt of. The family knows and values the opportunity they have been given to
purchase the home with Lexington Habitat. Nancy put it well, “To be able to have
something to call our own, that our kids can enjoy as they grow, changed everything. Just
the stability and knowing that this is our home. It really means a lot to me and my family.
This would not be possible without Habitat. We are grateful for the blessing” John and
Nancy also shared with me that it was this opportunity that encouraged them to keep going
to school and attain the level of education they now have. They also shared that they know a
few other African refugees that have been able to purchase their first homes on their own
apart from the Habitat for Humanity program, which is very encouraging for such a
struggling population.
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Healthcare

Refugees living in refugee camps have very limited access to healthcare. In some
cases, aid workers give minimal treatment for symptoms of simple illnesses. Some families
with individuals with a life-threatening illness may have their resettlement process given
precedence and accelerated so the individual can receive the needed treatment. In the course
of this research, I was introduced to a young woman whose life would have ended very early
had she not received the opportunity to be resettled into the United states as well as the
opportunity for healthcare that was afforded her. Lucia was a sickly child while her family
lived in the refugee camp in an African country. Lucia had been treated for a sore through
for a long time, but it only got worse. When Lucia was only eight years old her family was
resettled in the United States. Lucia was taken to the hospital as soon as the family arrived
for fear that her sore throat was a symptom of something contagious. It was at that visit the
young girl was diagnosed with throat cancer. By that time Lucia had lost her voice and
grown so weak that upon receiving the news the family thought she would not make it
through the treatment. I met Lucia eight years after the family resettlement and subsequent
diagnosis. At age sixteen, Lucia was the lead voice for a choir in one of the African refugees'
congregation worship service I attended. Lucia has the most beautiful singing voice. The
family and members of that small congregation shared her testimony with me while
acknowledging the fact that had that family remained another month in the refugee camp,
Lucia would have died. Members of that congregation refer to Lucia as their living miracle.
Overall all refugees, as part of the vetting process, are screened and treated for
infectious diseases. Upon arrival into the United States, refugees especially children have to
undergo further health screening. Children also receive free healthcare through Medicaid an
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opportunity they would not otherwise have. For many of them if not all, that is the first time
they get an opportunity for a comprehensive health exam.

This chapter has highlighted some of the challenges African refugees face upon
resettlement into the United States, as well as opportunities afforded to the refugees as a
result of that resettlement. Some of those opportunities they would never have enjoyed had
they never been resettled in the United States. It is impracticable to talk about these
challenges of resettlement for African refugees without considering the opportunities that
come with those challenges. Reflecting on the participants' responses in this chapter
therefore felt like going around the same points. African refugees bring both physical,
emotional and economic needs that must be met for proper integration to happen. However,
those same challenges stand in the way, making it harder for the refugees to make progress.
On the other side, addressing and overcoming these challenges opens doors to the very
opportunities the African refugees need. Where this has happened, the African refugees have
emerged successful and integration has been easier.
Some of the participants also shared that some churches played a significant role in
the process of their resettlement especially in cases where church sponsorship and
volunteers were involved. The next chapter will look in detail at the experience the African
Christian refugees have had with the American church.
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CHAPTER 4

AFRICAN CHHRISTIAN REFUGEES' EXPERIENCE WITH THE
CHURCH IN AMERICA

This chapter will take a look at the experiences of African Christian refugees
with the church in America throughout their process of resettlement, adjustment into
American society and their search for a place of worship and ministry. What role did the
American church play or not play in aiding the refugees to meet the refugees need to find a
church to belong?

Hospitality

As we have seen in the previous chapter, most of the African refugee families were
privileged to have an American church sponsor them during the first days of their arrival in
the United States. That opportunity to sponsor a refugee family also afforded the sponsors an
additional opportunity to continue their relationship with the new family beyond the first
few days and that could include inviting the refugees to church, providing the refugee family
with information about church, and offering help in getting to church. In order to find out
whether the American church sponsors took advantage of this opportunity, I asked African
refugee participants who first invited them to church after they arrived in the United States
and how the invitation was made.
As the table below shows, some African refugees upon arrival into the United States
were invited to church by their sponsors. A few were invited by a lay leader or pastor of an
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American church, other than the sponsoring church, that had some interest in reaching out to
the refugees. Most made the initiative of finding a church after waiting for an invitation for
some time. The table makes the point that less than a third (30%) of sponsor churches took
the next step of inviting refugees to attend their church.

Data:
Table 4:1 Who first invited African refugees to church

Invitation to church initiated by?

Number
of participants

A sponsor invited new refugee

Percentage
of total

8

30%

6

22%

3

11%

10

37%

family to church
An independent church other than
sponsor reached out to the African
refugee(s)
Refugee family referred to church
by a previous contact person
Participant took first initiative to
find a church

As the interviews revealed, the waiting was mainly based on the African refugees'
expectation of an invitation to church from members of American churches. The expectation
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was based on their cultural tendencies as well as previous experiences living in other
countries.
John and Nancy's family was one of those that had no church sponsorship and also
no one reached out to invite them to any church. Therefore, the family had to take the
initiative to find a church to attend. Nancy, reflecting on their previous experiences, said,
In the other countries we lived, the people there invited the new people to church. In
the refugee camp, for example, any time a new group of refugees arrived, the local
people come to visit them and ask each person what their church [denomination] is.
Then they let the people from that church know that there were new people from
their denomination at the camp. Even the Muslims came to check if there were any
new Muslims and if they found out the new arrivals were Christians, they let pastor
know their people were at the camp. If the new people are Presbyterians, you tell
Presbyterian leaders they have new people in the camp and so on. It was easy to
connect with your church there.

She continued to compare that experience with her family's experience in America as
follows.
It was very hard finding a church when we arrived in America. We waited for
someone to invite us, but no one came. After two Sundays my husband was worried
because we had not missed going to church before. He called Kentucky Refugee
Ministry to ask where church was and they said they will call one pastor to come and
talk to us about church, but no pastor came before the following Sunday. My
husband met some refugees who were going to a church near down town but they
had to use a bus and they said sometimes they got late if they missed the bus or the
bus was late. We tried to go with them, but it was very hard with all the children.
After some time, the pastor who was contacted by the Kentucky Refugee Ministries
came for us. He also gave us a ride to his church. Since that time, he always sent
someone to pick us up on Sundays.

Another participant Beth said
I was really troubled when I got here. I could not go to church because there was no church
near and I had no transportation [ride] to church. Then one day I found a church that was on
a bus route, so my family and our friends started going there. Language was hard to
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understand, but I prayed to God in my own language quietly. It was better than staying at
home on Sunday.”

These two examples express the experience of many new African refugee arrivals in
the United States in regard to their search for a worship community to join.

Out of the twenty-seven participants in this part of research, eight said their sponsors
invited them and their families to church. One participant Phil, responding to the question
about who invited you to church or how did you find a church here when you arrived, said,
"The people from church who were our sponsors asked us if we go to church. When we said
we like church they said they would take us to their church on Sunday. On Sunday, they
came with two cars and took us to their church. Every Sunday they came to pick us up or
send other people to pick us up for church".
Six participants out of the twenty-seven said that a pastor or members of a church
other than the sponsoring church came looking for them and invited their families to church.
One of those participants, Danny expressed gratitude for the American church pastor who
reached out to them as follows-: "Pastor Joe came looking for us. We do not know how he
found out about us, but he said other Africans were worshiping there. When we got to his
church, we found a few Africans. Pastor Joe or other church people gave us a ride to church
until we had our own car. It really helped us because we could not get to church on our own.

Only three out of the twenty-seven participants said that their families were referred
to a church by someone they knew either living in the United States or outside of the
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country. Two of the three participants after waiting for some time for an invitation, reached
out to their contact person for advice on finding a church. The contact person then helped
connect them with a local pastor in Lexington. One participant, Jimmy, said "After waiting
for some time, I asked a former missionary I knew who was living in another State to
recommend a church. The missionary friend initiated the search. He contacted pastor Jerry
and then he told me pastor Jerry would come to visit me. Since the pastor took time to visit,
I looked for the church in the internet and I sent an email to the church, then Pastor Jerry
came looking for me. I took the first initiative to look for them and the missionary friend
said it was a good church".

Another participant put his experience this way "My spiritual son" [a young man he
had witnessed to and brought to Christ while in Africa] who was already resettled in Canada
gave a pastor in Lexington my contact and brother Matt, a member of that church, came to
give my family a ride to church.

The third participant in this category had relatives resettled in another state. Those
relatives knew other Africans living in Lexington, Kentucky. They connected their new
relative with other Africans who in turn welcomed him to the church they were worshiping
at the time.

Analysis

The research here suggests that those refugee families who were invited to church
either by a sponsoring church representative or a congregation reaching out to refugees had
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the advantage of transportation over those who found church on their own. They also had
other needs met in the process.
Those who did not connect with a church immediately struggled in other areas of
adjustment. For example, those who were connected to a church said that some members of
the church asked what they needed. They made sure the refugees had access to other helping
ministries of the church such as the food pantry and clothing donations especially in the cold
season. Their children were also invited to the church's children's activities helping them
connect with other children. Although there were other challenges that the refugees faced as
they worshiped in those churches, the refugees who had a church reach out to them
expressed appreciation for the hospitality.
Most of the participants in this research (twenty-two out of the twenty-seven), who
either initiated the search for a church on their own, were invited to church by their
sponsors, or connected to a church in other ways, ended up in an already established
American church while only five families found an already established African congregation
or one that had other Africans worshiping there.
However, when I asked participants whether they still had a connection with those
first contact American churches, I found out that all participants left that first contact church
after some time due to reasons that will be discussed throughout this chapter. Some
participants left and joined either an all African congregation or an American church that
had an existing African refugee ministry hence other Africans were worshiping in those
American churches. Six of the participants said their families attend worship in American
churches while at the same time worshiping with an all African church.
The main reasons given for leaving the first contact church are compiled in the table below.
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Table 4:2 Reasons for leaving first contact church
Reasons for leaving first American

Number of participants out of 22

Language

20

Transportation

12

Worship style/ music style,

18

church

preaching style
Doctrine and teachings

8

Other cultural differences e.g. dress

4

Desire to worship/fellowship with

12

style

other Africans
Did not feel welcome into the

14

American churches
A desire/call to help other Africans

4

who could not worship in American
churches.
All the above reasons

8

Worship in both at the same time.

6

The above table shows language as one of the main reasons most (twenty out
of twenty-two) participants left the first contact church. The other remaining two
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participants had lived in English-speaking countries before resettlement into the United
States and had learned enough English language to follow a worship service. Some
participants said they had expected the church to have interpreters. Given the many
languages spoken across African countries, participants were used to language interpreters
and in some cases more than one at the same time in a worship service, but they found out
that this was not the case in America.
Some of those who cited transportation issues shared that once their sponsors
stopped giving them a ride to church, they had to find a church that was on a bus route or
ride with other African friends to their churches. For others, having a car of their own freed
them to find a church of their choice.
Many participants said they yearned to worship in the style they were used to. For
the refugees this was one of the few things they could still do that quelled the longing for
home.
Music style for example, was one of the main parts of worship that African refugee
participants cited as having been unbearable.

Those who cited preaching said they thought American pastors preached only what
people wanted to hear instead of preaching the word of God. One participant pointed out
that "pastor here do not challenge people's sin. Everything in the sermons every Sunday is
positive..."
Eight out of twenty-two participants mentioned Doctrines as the reason they left to
find an African church. When I inquired further what doctrine in particular was problematic,
issues of human sexuality - 'accepting homosexual persons in the church' was mentioned by
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all participants. One participant in frustration said "They worship the government. What the
government says the church does..." This participant was here referring to the government
approving the rights of the LGBTQ persons and many churches abiding by those laws. The
participant continued to say that "the church should tell the government that, that is sin but
instead the church follows the government." This participant also mentioned that Christians
in America cannot pray at school because the government directed them not to. Clearly the
participant is ignorant of the United States' separation of church and state laws and instead
assumes the church has compromised her values.
Another participant said "Americans do not tithe, the government tithes on their
behalf. They give offerings and tithes on Sundays and then at the end of the year they
deduct donations they made to the church throughout the year from their taxes. So the
government reimburses their tithe. So, who give the tithe?" This participant's has difficulty
understanding American tax regulations. He too expressed dissatisfaction with the American
church for compromising her values in this area.
Several participants said while they worshiped in the American churches, they were
not involved in the church ministries. Having been pastors and or church leaders before, that
was very uncomfortable for them. Therefore, they left to find a church they could serve
actively. One participant said "They did not ask us to participate in anything. God wants us
to contribute but that was not possible. I did not have money to give so I could only do
something for the church but in that church, it was hard to serve".

Fourteen out of the twenty-seven participants, more than half, said they did not feel
welcome into the American churches. Billy expressed his experience in the following words,
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They talk with only the people they know. They do not even try to speak to
us to see if we know English. I think they thought we didn't know the
language, so they ignore us. We only talked with other Africans - that's it.
They did not ask us to help do anything. My wife wanted to sing in the choir.
They only use books [music notes] and if you do not know that, then you
cannot sing. So, my wife could not sing in the choir. That was her job in our
church but in that church, she could not do it.

Another participant said that "They use only one language and no interpreting. No, I
think they did not want other people there." These two examples indicate that the African
refugees interpreted not being invited to participate in the life of the American churches as
being unwelcome. Others felt that lack of language interpreters showed that Americans were
not interested in having the Africans worship with them.

Four participants said that they wanted to support other African refugees who could
not worship in American churches. Therefore, they left to join with and help them. These
participants said they were answering a call and they did not like that some Africans were
choosing to stay home instead of going to any church. There were other eight participants
who cited all the above reasons as cause for leaving the American church.
Six participants said that their families worship in both African and American
churches. Three of the six attend worship in American churches as regularly as they attend
the African churches. The other three have maintained contact with the American church but
attend worship there occasionally while mostly worshiping with the African congregation.
The reasons given for worshiping in both congregations are also varied. Four participants
felt obligated to keep a relationship with the church that sponsored them when they first
resettled in the United States. Daren, for example, put his reason this way.
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Those are the people who were there for us when we were new and had a lot
of needs. They helped us a lot. This is why I make sure my family keeps
going to church there. You have to show you appreciate all they did. Some
people just leave once they know how to live here on their own. That is not
good.

It seems Daren's family like the other three families felt a sense of guilt in case they
completely cut ties with that first contact church. However, Daren also cited other benefits
for worshiping in that American congregation as shared by other participants below.

All six participants including Daren agreed that worshiping in the American church
helped them to learn the English language faster as well as to learn the American culture.
"Those who worship in African service speak and preach in their language only. How can
you learn language if you don't practice?" asked Daren as he emphasized the need to keep
attending the American church. "We also learn how Americans do other things like how
they celebrate their holidays. We must learn those things. This is now our culture."

Another two participants said that the American church still supports them
financially. For example, Beth said that the American church sometimes gives her family
gift cards for grocery shopping and they also buy their children birthday and Christmas gifts.
It was unclear whether the two families feel obligated to keep contact with these American
congregations because those congregations support the families or whether they needed the
help, so they stuck with the congregations to keep receiving the support.

Each participant in this category also expressed the idea that different churches meet
different needs. Refugees attend the African church service to worship in their own native

Gichuru 107

languages and worship style which they miss sometimes. They also want to make sure their
children do not forget the language and other aspects of their culture. The African church
also offers an opportunity to fellowship with other Africans as well as maintain a support
system. Another participant said
If you have a problem like death in your family, you are lucky to have other
Africans to support you. Africans raise funds for hospital and funeral expense
and help one another the whole time. Americans will not come to your house
or cook for you. You will be alone with no support if you don't have African
friends. It is important to stay together when we are here.

This participant here was expressing the communal aspect of the African community
versus the more individualistic nature of most Americans while expressing the appreciation
for the support from fellow Africans.

I pushed this issue of hospitality within the church further as I asked each participant
whether they had American friends. If they did, the follow up question was where and how
they met their friends. I also asked participants how they maintained those friendships. The
responses are reflected below.

Table 4:3 African participants with American friends and how they Met

African Participants
with American friends

Where and how they
met

12

Work

8

School
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2

Church

3

Children's school
sports

4

Other places

African participants
with no American friends
13

Some participants gave multiple answers. Many participants (twelve out of twentyseven) said that they met their friends at work. Four of those who met their friends at work
also had other friends from school. A total of eight participants said they met their American
friends at school. Three parents said their children played in the same team at school and the
children started hanging out with some of their team mates. This is how the participants met
the parents of their kids' friends of which one of them happened to be the team's coach. Up
to four participants said they have American friends they met in other places. Two met as
they were volunteering at the Habitat for Humanity store, and another said she used to babysit her neighbor’s children and they became good friends. Even after the neighbors moved
away from that neighborhood, the friendship continued.

Only two participants said they met their American friends in church. This was
surprising to me given the fact that the first connection most participants had upon arrival
into the United States was with sponsors who were part of an American church. This
indicates that the relationship between the newly resettled refugees and the church sponsors
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was short lived and based on American volunteers meeting the refugees' immediate needs
and no relationships were established beyond that point.

This also raised a question for me as to why the African refugees and probably even
Americans seem to connect more easily outside of the church than within the church circles.
One participant answered "Yes, I have American friends at work, and a neighbor...no not in
the church. I know a few even the pastor but we meet on Sunday and everybody is busy.
After church everybody leaves." Another responded this way "I have American friends but
not really close friends. They are my colleagues at work and sometimes we just do coffee
and chat. Another response was "Yes - not in church but in general. We met at school.
Sometimes they call, everyone is busy to visit but sometimes we meet at Starbucks or
another restaurant" Some of the others with American friends from school said they helped
each other with school projects.

One participant who is a pastor of an African congregation has an American friend
who is also a pastor of an American church, but the two met at work. Both worked for the
same company in the evenings when each found out that the other was also a pastor. The
participant said their connection was profound and it later extended to their congregations to
the point where even the two pastors exchanged pulpits on some Sundays.

Although the number of participants with American friends seems high, most had
one or two friends. There was also a significant number of participants (13 out of twentyseven) who said they did not have any American friends at all.
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A major finding here is that Africans seemed to connect or establish relationships
with Americans outside of church. Why? Honestly, I do not have an answer. Church is
supposed to be the safer and nonthreatening space for people to connect, yet it does not seem
to fulfill that mission.

Faith

Also significant to the African refugees' experience with the church in America is the
refugees' own faith as well as the expectations and assumptions they held about the
American church before they moved to America. Given that all participants were Christians
before resettlement and actively involved in the life of their churches in Africa, I thought it
was possible they had ideas and expectations about church in America before they were
resettled in America. Therefore, I asked each participant what their expectation of church in
America was and whether that expectation was met.

John and Nancy did not know anyone in the United States before they were resettled.
Their idea of the American church was based on information they received through the
media especially television. John responding to this question said,
Yes, I had an image of a perfect church in the United States (shakes
head in disapproval) like we saw in the Television. Many people
preaching in the Television are American, so I thought everyone in
America is a Christian. I found it was the opposite. I found out there
are many Americans who do not know God. There is too much
freedom and corrupt morals. Even many who say they are Christians
do not go to church and God is removed from the system.

Nancy had a different reason for her high expectations for a perfect church in
America that was better than the African church she knew. She said
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We thought it was spiritually developed, ahead of the rest of the world. Since
they brought the gospel to Africa, we believed the church was ahead and
everyone is a Christian. The church in America sent a lot of missionaries to
help the poor people. Even all the people helping us in the refugee camp were
Americans so we thought all the people were like that, but we found out it
was the opposite.

Another participant responded with simple words "I was thinking that I will find a
very good church here. I thought they spend more time in church and are more committed in
their faith, but I found out they have no time for God." Other participant's idea of American
church was shaped by American missionaries who served in their community as indicated
by Daren's answer.
I had some idea about the church in America from the missionaries who said
Africans are deeper in their worship than Americans. They are a rich church
so they can support their pastors and ministry. They also advised us that if we
go to America, we should keep our worship style and not let them to mislead
us. My personal idea - was one of a very rich American church.

The above examples represent the assumptions that had been held by many
participants interviewed for this research. All prior expectations help by participants were
for a spiritually developed church and a materially wealthy church. They reveal that clearly
many participants had inaccurate assumptions about church in America before they resettled
in America. Most of those expectations were based on knowledge from media especially the
television as well as other questionable sources. In many parts of Africa, televisions are
filled with religious programs with all sorts of televangelists and other preachers. Although
there are a significant number of African television preachers, most of them are from the
Western countries who can afford to pay for the air time. Prosperity gospel is a popular
preaching point for those preachers. So, I can understand why most participants said they
held highly positive expectations for a rich American church. Most participants said their
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expectations were not met and they expressed some disappointment. Some however still felt
that their expectation of a wealthy church was met except they did not find available support
for their ministries as they expected.

According to the participants' responses above, it seems that the assumptions they
held about the American church before coming to America in some ways influenced how
they responded to the initial contact with those churches. The responses also indicate that
African refugees had not given thought to how different the church could be from the
African church. It is also possible that this was due to their limited exposure or knowledge
about religion in other parts of the world. Their assessment of the American church as they
discovered it is also based on their own standards of how they think a church should be.
Many participants came to a conclusion that the African church was better than what they
found the American church to be. While there is some truth in this view, it is obvious that
there is a degree of ethnocentrism at play. In this case, viewing the American culture
from the perspective of their own culture.

Leadership

This part of research also looked at the leadership of the African churches. In chapter
two we found out that all participants were Christians before resettling in the United States.
Fourteen of the participants were involved in pastoral ministry while six of the participants
had been involved in church planting at some point while in Africa. A key question in this
part of research therefore was why and how the participants become pastors or leaders of
their congregation in the United States. What got them started?
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All fourteen participants who were involved in pastoral ministry and the six involved
in church planting said that while they had no idea what opportunities for ministry would be
available, they had hoped to continue ministry in some form after they resettled in the
United States. Many did not imagine it could be pastoral. However, they found out it was
more challenging than they had thought for reasons discussed later in this chapter.
John and Nancy for example, were involved in ministry before migrating to the
United States. John shared that he was an ordained deacon in his African church. I asked
John the difference between deacon and pastor in his church. He explained that as a deacon
one cannot perform certain responsibilities like marrying couples, baptize, or consecrate the
Lord's supper. Once he resettled into the United States he stepped up to the role of the pastor
as was needed. Nancy who served her church in Africa through music - singing in the
church choir, had to step up into the role of a deacon to support their small but growing
congregation.

Two participants who were also pastors said they had absolutely no experience in
church leadership either as pastors or lay leaders. However, their leadership was needed by
their congregation. One participant in this category for example said,
"No, I had no experience as a pastor before. When our group split from the larger
church, we had no pastor. Members asked me to become their pastor. I knew God spoke to
them, so I agreed"
Another participant explained it this way,
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My personal experience as a refugee here compelled me to help other refugees.
When I was new here, I struggled a lot. I could not find a church to worship. When I
saw some new refugees were staying at home on Sundays, I decided to help. I invited
some of them to my apartment to worship together on Sundays. Every Sunday we
had more and more people join us, and, in a few months, we could not fit in my
apartment. So, we started looking for a bigger place to met. That is how my church
started.

These responses indicate that some of the pastors were not ready to serve a church in
their capacity, especially in a new environment and a different culture. However, there was
clearly a need or void in the pastoral leadership that needed to be filled in that community.
Most congregations started as a prayer group, then evolved into a house church and
eventually moved out to a public space.

I also asked each participant to share with me the vision of their church. A summary
of each participant's description of their church's vision is shown in the table below.
Table 4:4 Participant's summary of their church vision
Congregation
Focused Missional church
New Life Pentecostal
Zion Hill congregation
Revival ministries church
Redeemed Gospel Ministries
Hope church
Apostolic Church
Bethel Road Community
Shalom church

Synopsis of the Vision
Be missionaries - spread the gospel to
everyone - make a difference here
To help our people adjust to life here while
keeping their faith
Reach Africans not going to church and
invest in our children
Grow so as to reach even Americans
Get people back to the Bible teachings
Help parishioners overcome barriers that
prevent them from sharing with Americans
We are missionaries - we want to prepare
our children to continue that
Provide fellowship and Christian support
for all refugees - not just Africans
Preach reconciliation and healing to all
people
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Ebenezer Church
Jubilee Community Church
Paradise Church
Living Word church
Solid Rock church
Harmony church

Grow so we can help the poor people in
Africa
Help our children keep the faith in this
culture
Own a building so we can expand our
ministries
Share the Word of God - seek the welfare
of the people here. This is now our home
Go back to the foundation of the church teachings based on the Bible
Many people are hurting - we want to
preach hope

As the responses above indicate, for most pastors the vision of their churches is tied
to the reason they started the congregations. John and Nancy for example, had no intention
of starting a church once they resettled into the United States. However, their experiences in
America once they had resettled, led them to believe that that was God's plan for bringing
them into the United States and not to any other country.
To this question John answered,
Our vision is to spread the gospel to everybody, not just Burundians and
Congolese. Our vision is to be missionaries. That is why God brought us to
this country - to spread the word of God. We have sent two missionaries from
our group to India and we have ten churches. We also send financial help to
Africa. We believe when we came to America, it was to be missionaries.
Some of our congregations have already purchased their own buildings and
others are following. Currently all members are African, but our objective is
to reach everyone and we are open to everyone joining us.

When John uses 'we' in this response he is referring to their collective
denomination's congregations in America not just his one congregation in Lexington.
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Another participant said, "I started the church because many African refugees were
not going to church. Therefore, I wanted to gather them and remind them where they have
come from, and then invest in our children in terms of faith. That is my vision."
Another participant said, “I hope to grow my church so we can help people in Africa.
There is a lot of poverty and children need school materials. If we grow here as a church, we
can start helping those poor people. I hope the Americans can help too.”

Another participant has a vision of growing his church so they can expand ministries
to reach out to other people including Americans. This participant whose church has a vision
of sharing the Word of God, quoted Jeremiah 29:4-7. He strongly believed that God's
directive as well as promise in this passage belongs to his refugee community. The passage
is part of a letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the surviving elders
among the exiles and to the priests, the prophets and all the other people who had been
carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon. Jeremiah exhorted the Israelites to call
Babylon home, settle down and contribute to its prosperity and wellbeing. In so doing, they
too would prosper. Thus "... seek the peace and prosperity of the city to which I have carried
you into exile. Pray to the LORD for it, because if it prospers, you too will prosper” (29:7).

Another participant, a pastor of a congregation that partners with an American
congregation to do some ministries in their community said,
The vision of our church is to help our members have confidence sharing the
word of God without fear. We want to reach Americans and do ministry with
them, but we have to be confident to do that. Many of our members feel
inferior. I remind them God brought them here for a reason - to spread the
gospel.
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These responses also show diverse visions for the African congregations. For some,
it is a call to be missionaries in their new country. For some it is to reach and minister to
other refugees. Others hope to eventually reach and support those they left in Africa. Others
hope to do all the above. The groups are also diverse in the ways they hope to achieve their
goals. For example, John shared that they are teaching their members to be self reliant. He
wants his congregation to raise enough money to purchase a church building of their own.
Another participant, Daren informed me that he uses English language during worship to
encourage his members use it too so they can be confident sharing the gospel in English. He
put it this way "I promote English language than native language in my church to
accommodate others. I use English in my church and interpret for other Africans in their
languages."
In his study on the Nigerian-led Pentecostal churches in metro Atlanta, Udotong
found out that these churches see themselves as international missionaries and state their
vision as that of reaching out to the world and preparing their members to see themselves as
missionaries. However, Undotong's research concluded that although the Nigeria-led
Pentecostal churches had a clear vision to reach beyond the Nigerian community, progress
to reach beyond the Nigerian community was slow concluding that they some of the
churches had not reached their goal of being missionaries (Udotong 2010: 289).

All African pastors believed that the future of their congregations depended
on their children. Part of their goals therefore is to prepare those children to take over the
leadership of the churches as they grow. Here is how John put it
Another thing is to prepare our children. We have to be excellent in teaching
our children and equipping our children. We are now laying a solid
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foundation for their future in this culture. They will take care of our churches
and it will be easier for them because they will have grown here. We are
paving the way. We clear the way, face all the challenges so the next
generation can have it easy.

John's observation here like all the other African participants puts a lot of hope for
the future of those congregations in the second generation. My observation is that those
churches have a lot of children. Those children, as John puts it, will have the advantage of
growing in the American culture, language and a better financial standing than the firstgeneration refugees. In other words, that second generation, as Steve Ybarrola observes
"Having a more ‘hybrid’ identity (i.e., identifying with both their diasporic community and
the host society), these individuals have a greater ability to act as bridges between the two
cultures" (Ybarrola: 2011).
However, a concern remains as to whether that second generation will want to
remain in the same congregation or whether they will keep the churches in the same form.
This came out as great concern for all the African pastors who on one hand acknowledge
their children's current role helping with some challenges of adjustment especially language
while on the other hand worried that those children are adapting American culture too fast.
The big question therefore remains "will these subsequent generations maintain the
missional zeal and vision of the preceding generation(s)? or will they succumb to the
secularizing influence of the broader culture? (Ybarrola 2011:128). It is possible that the
church under the second-generation African refugees will include some aspects of the
American culture since it is reported that they are adopting American culture fast.
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My observation visiting John's church multiple times is that the leadership of the
church and the parents put effort in teaching their children through involvement. Young
people for example, are part of the church choir with their parents. Young people participate
in their (kesha) all night prayer vigils and week-long fasts just like their parents. They also
hold regular seminars for the young people. I think if the children are involved in the life of
the church early in their lives, there is a chance that some will maintain their church vision.
Pastoral education

Key to successful leadership of any church is education both pastoral and in other
areas. Given the circumstances under which African refugees lived, under constant violence
and displaced from their homes for extended periods, I wondered how much education or
other forms of preparation African refugees had to serve as pastors of churches in the United
States. Therefore, I asked all African participants who were pastors, what was the highest
level of education they had attained and whether they had any formal training as a pastor.
For those that did not have formal training, I also wanted to find out if they considered
pastoral education as vital to their ministry and whether they would consider such training.

In chapter three I reported that all of the twenty-seven refugee participants in this
study indicated that they have had a certain level of education although most of them have
no documents to prove it. Some were professionals working as teachers or in other fields
when war broke in their countries. Others were students in various levels and had to flee
their country before they completed their studies. Others were too young when their families
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fled, but they did some schooling at least through primary (grade) school while living in
refugee camps in countries of asylum.
It is important to note here that the level of education among participants in this
research project does not reflect the entire African refugee population. Participants here are
leaders of their communities and churches and therefore those with some level of education
to lead in those capacities. Another important point to note here is that the education attained
by these participants is in different education systems depending on where the participant
attended school. Finding the equivalent of each participant's education level to the American
system was beyond the scope of this research. A vast number of African refugees tend to
have low or no education at all. The table below illustrates the education levels held by those
participants.

Table 4:5 Level of education attained by African refugees
Level of education
and degree attained
Degree in Chemistry
[Bachelor?]
Master’s degree in Geology
(teacher before fleeing)
Two years of university
pursuing Community
Development degree, war
broke before completion
High School diploma,
currently in two-year
college in USA
Teachers' training (high
school teacher)
Diploma [associate degree]
in nursing
Teacher before he fled now has master’s degree in

Formal Pastoral Education
Certificate (online) Bible
College
Informal training - seminars
in ministry
None Only seminars.

Interest in pastoral
education
Yes
No
Yes

None - taking online
seminars to help

Yes

Diploma [Associate] in
leadership and mission
None - taking online classes

Yes

None - courses and
seminars

Yes

Yes
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social work from USA
institution.
Degree [BA] in business
management
Diploma [associate] in
accounting
High school in refugee camp
Diploma [associate degree]
In Agriculture - agriculture
officer
High School
High school
Primary [grade] school

None - private studies

Yes

None - taking online course
in preaching
None - Learning from a
mentor
None

Yes

None
None

No
Yes
Yes

Yes
Yes

Of the fifteen African pastors who responded to this question all had some level of
education and some training in other fields. However, only one had minimal pastoral
education. Older participants had other careers before war disrupted their lives. Some
younger participants were in school and they were displaced before they graduated. Thirteen
participants said they would consider theological training if it was possible. All thirteen
participants thought it was financially unattainable and they would have no time since they
have to work to support their families. One participant was working on a master’s degree in
a field he felt would earn him a well-paying job outside of ministry. Two participants said
no to pastoral education. One did not think it was necessary. One felt that he was past school
age.
These responses show that none of the participants, though some have education in
other areas, have much formal theological education. Yet these pastors are leading
congregations that seem to be growing in numbers. However, conversations with the
participants also revealed that proper teaching is lacking in those congregations. Many
participants were taking online courses to help with their responsibility and were heavily
relying on the internet for information.
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Although not part of this research, when a participant said they were taking online
courses, I asked with what institution. I later searched those institutions to see how credible
they were. Those I found were not accredited institutions, I could not trace others that were
mentioned by some participants. This raised a concern for me about the theological
soundness of the content the African pastors were consuming from those bogus online
institutions.
Challenges encountered by African refugee congregations

I asked African participants who were pastors what challenges their congregation
faced. The responses were varied although certain challenges were mentioned by all. In this
section, I will highlight those challenges that were mentioned by all participants.

Worship Space

Worship space was one of the needs raised by all the African pastors. At the time of
this research, all African congregations were either renting worship space from an
established American congregation or were allowed to use for free by an American
congregation.
John and Nancy shared their story about their quest to find a worship space for their
new congregation and the challenges that ensued. The couple were initially worshiping with
a new church plant started by Americans that was targeting African refugees. After some
time, there were disagreements within the leadership. The church declined significantly and
eventually closed down.
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John knew the Africans worshiping there needed a church, so he organized them into
a worship group. The group was large to fit in any of their homes, so they decided to reach
out to an established American congregation and borrow space to meet. First of all, they
needed a location that was convenient for their members. Since many of them did not drive,
they wanted to find a church that was located on a bus route. They located a church that
would work for their then small congregation. They approached the pastor and after some
time they were allowed to use the church building for free. Another group was also using
that same facility on top of the host congregation. The African congregation (Focused
Missional Church) was excited and they started meeting at the location.

However, there were intricate issues with this arrangement. First of all, the African
congregation was allowed to use the building on only certain days and for a limited time
each time. They were also allowed to use the main sanctuary only. For example, they were
only allowed to use the building on Sundays for two hours, after the host congregation had
left the building. They could also use the building for one hour on Saturdays if there were no
events planned by the host congregation. This was a challenge for the African congregation
because they needed more time to worship. They needed time for Sunday School classes,
bible studies, choir practices and so on.

John's congregation decided to make the best of the offer. They met for Bible studies
and choir practice in his apartment since those were small groups and then met for Sunday
school and worship on Sundays. Two hours were not enough though. After some further
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negotiations, the congregation was allowed to use an extra class for the children's Sunday
school and a room to practice choir on Saturdays. This was granted for a fee/rent that would
help pay for the utility bills - water and electric they would use while in the building. John's
congregation was glad to pay the fee to be allowed more freedom to use the facility.

The small African congregation was growing and more active than the American
congregation. They had a choir which the American congregation did not have and a lot of
children while the American congregation was mainly older members. The American
congregation felt that since the African congregation was now larger than the American
congregation, they should pay a higher rent to help the older congregation. John knew his
congregation could not afford higher rent than what they were paying at the time since most
of the members held very low paying jobs. John communicated that with the leaders of the
host congregation. The relationship between the two congregations became more strained
than before. The African congregation was asked to pay extra if a bathroom was accidentally
left dirty or if a light bulb in any part of the building was accidentally left on. At this point
they felt a need to find a more hospitable host. By the time I made my last contact with this
congregation, they had found another host church and although it was not conveniently
located like the previous one, they were happy with the arrangement. I could tell the
excitement as Nancy explains that "Our new host church gave us access to any room in the
church building and at any time. We come in any time and do our programs then leave and
they do not bother with us. She also shared that they were not required to pay a monthly rent
but were encouraged to give a donation when they can.
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John's story above is a true representation of some the struggles many of those small
African congregations undergo as they search for a place to worship in America. Some of
the small groups cannot afford high rents. Many of them understand the need to help with
utilities and they help. The larger congregations are able to pay the rent without financially
straining the congregation. All pastors expressed similar sentiments that not having their
own worship space was limiting in so many ways. One of the limitations is time for worship
as well as for other church ministries. One hour of worship is short for most Africans.
Several pastors said that in this arrangement, they have no freedom to do other ministries
other than worship. John shared that when they had to use one room of the building only,
they had to hold both adults and children's Sunday school in one room and at the same time.
The children would run from their class to their parents back and forth making it hard for
others to concentrate. Nancy shared her frustration in the following words -:
In our church in Africa, we held prayer and fasting once a month. People fast
during the week then we meet on Friday at the church and spend the whole
night praying until we break the fast on Saturday morning before we go
home. Here we pleaded with the church to allow us to use the church building
all night for prayer and they refused. They said no one is allowed to spend the
night at the church for security reasons. We said we will lock the doors
throughout the night, but they did not want to listen. If we have our building,
we can fast when we want, and people can come to the church any time to
pray. That is why I pray we will one day buy our own church building.

As John and Nancy's experience illustrates, in their perception, African
congregations relying on borrowed worship space with similar restrictions, not only limited
the ministries they could engage in, but also curtailed their potential for growth.
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Finances

All African pastors said finances were a major challenge for their congregations.
Since most refugees hold low paying jobs, what comes from their offerings and tithes is not
enough to run a church. This leads to other challenges. First, lack of finances is the reason
these congregations have to rely on established American churches for worship space where
they can either rent for less or if fortunate get for free. Another challenge is that the
congregations are not able to financially support their pastors. This means that the pastors
will have to hold another job to support their families. All the African pastors I interviewed
held one or two other jobs on top of serving their congregation as pastors. Many of them
work evening or all-night shifts so they can be available for pastoral calls during the day.

When I met John earlier in my studies, he was considering going to school so he can
improve his life and chances for a better life. However, John was concerned that going to
school might mean having no income to take care of his family. I explained that that is a
sacrifice many people make and eventually it pays. Since I had observed him and started to
appreciate his gifts as a pastor and church planter, I encouraged him to explore going to
seminary. A few years later I found out that John was enrolled in a graduate school but
pursuing a degree in social work instead of theology. He explained to me his logic for
choosing his path in the following words. "My church cannot pay me. So, I do not want to
have a theology degree. I want to have a good paying job so I can volunteer my time as a
pastor to help them. They need a pastor, but they cannot afford."
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Although John graduated with his masters’ degree in social work, he has not been
able to work in that field. He realized that a different job meant working during the day,
which also meant that he could not continue serving his church. He chose to keep his manual
night shift job so as to continue helping his congregation. Between his night job, pastoral
work and family, it was clear that he was not getting enough rest.

John’s story here is similar to the experience of all the African pastors I interviewed.
Some hold a couple jobs at different shifts, take classes, have a young family and a church to
pastor. This raised questions about their overall health as individuals and families as well as
the health of their congregations. Pastors are not the only ones who have to work extra shifts
to make ends meet. The pastors shared that since many of their members have to work long
hours, time for church is very limited. Some members are forced to work on Sundays for
extra income, so they cannot participate in worship.
Limited finances also mean that the churches cannot offer the ministries they would
want to. One pastor explained that his congregation wanted to offer an after-school program.
Since some parents cannot understand their children's homework to help them, the church
wanted to offer a ministry to help those children with homework. Their host congregation
had allowed them the space to do so. However, they could not find enough people willing or
able to volunteer their time in the evenings. Most people wanted to be paid so they dropped
the idea of that ministry, which as I listened to him, I thought was one of the most needed
services for that community.
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Psychological / Emotional

Pastor James shared a different challenge for him and his congregation.
All people in my church were affected by war. They are all refugees here.
This caused a lot of other problems. People have lost faith. Life here is very
hard for them, they need a lot of help more than finances. Some of them have
fights in their families. In our culture, family is the base. If the family is
broken, the society is broken. The government is separating couples over
feuds instead of helping them. That is a problem. I do not know how to help.
Pastor James' concern illustrates a much bigger problem for these African
congregations. Although other pastors did not use similar language, the other pastors
presented the need in different words. Pastor James is highlighting other needs beyond
spiritual needs within his congregation. He is reporting psychological needs refugees have as
a result of war. He is pointing to issues of marital conflicts that need a different kind of
attention than what the law enforcers are offering. He is also acknowledging that the
problem is beyond his scope to help. Having the knowledge that all these pastors do not
have any pastoral training; I imagine that psychological needs often go unmet.

All the African pastors I interviewed were also concerned about the many
‘splits’ (their term) happening within the African congregations and all agreed that it too
curtailed their potential for growth as well as the impact they would have on the society. I
had also wondered why there were so many African congregations in one city given that
they are not very different in culture and teachings. When I embarked on this study, I
expected to find about five congregations, only to find there were more than fifteen within
Lexington and its environs. During the interviews, the issue of splits (divisions) was brought
up as a major challenge the African congregations were experiencing.
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Some pastors claimed that some divisions were based on ‘clan-ism’ (their term).
Studying an African community, I could expect to hear about divisions based on tribal lines
and not clans. This is because many African people divide on tribal lines. This community
was unique in that their divisions are based on what they referred to as clans, which is a
smaller unit than a tribe. This was new discovery to me and explained why the
congregations were small and many. It was explained to me that although Rwanda and
Burundi have fewer ethnic groups than other Africans countries, clans are more dominant
and mostly people divide on clan lines more than 'tribal' lines.

Some of these congregations are connected to others in other cities and states who
tend to be African refugees. John and Nancy for example are a part of a denomination that
has congregations spread out in many states. It was started by one pastor in 2008 and
quickly spread to many cities where African Christian refugees are settled. These
congregations serve as connecting points for those communities. Although these groups are
not all Burundians or from the same ethnic group, they share a common religious identity.
Writing on how immigrant communities maintain connection with the referent-origin, (term
for the home country/nation of the diasporas, Stephane Dufoix suggested four modes namely
centroperipheral, enclave, atopic, and antagonistic. John and Nancy's congregation here
seems to fit the enclave mode. "This involves the local organization of a community within a
host country, usually in a city... the enclave is based not on a formal link of nationality but
on shared identity" (Defoix 2008:63).
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One participant suggested that church divisions were the result of excess desire for
power within the African refugee communities. Each clan wants a share in the leadership of
the congregation. This participant explained that in some congregations, if there is more than
one clan represented in the congregation, each clan wants the pastor to come from their clan,
even if no one in their group has that calling or is qualified. Often one from each group is
appointed to the leadership. The group that feels left out may want to leave and start their
own worship community. This explained why one pastor shared with me that he has no prior
experience as a church leader or pastor, but his congregation/clan asked him to be their
pastor.
One participant also felt that some African refugees are too conservative and want to
maintain their culture while living within the American culture. Others are more progressive
and want to adopt certain aspects of the American culture, even in worship. For example,
one participant who is a pastor shared with me that his congregation split over women
wearing pants during worship. The pastor required that all women come to church in
‘women clothing’ which meant a dress or skirt. Some women felt that was too strict and
unfair especially in the cold season. Those women argued that dresses were suitable for
African weather but since they now live in cold weather they should be allowed to dress
appropriately. When their appeals were not heeded, those families left and joined others like
them to start another congregation.

Pastoral Education

Lack of trained pastors and leadership is clearly a big challenge for the African
refugee congregations. None of the participants raised this directly as a challenge. However,

Gichuru 131

all participants had earlier shared that they had no formal training as pastors. All participants
except two were open to such education if it was possible. At the end of my contact with
these participants, only one of the pastors was on a credible training track sponsored by his
host American congregation. His case will be explained in the following chapter. All other
pastors were self training through some online courses to help them deal with the great need.
Yet these pastors are not only expected to teach, pastor and preach sound doctrine but also
train their volunteers to do ministry effectively.

Language

Language is a challenge even within the African congregations as well. Some
congregations are made up of members from different African countries which means they
speak different languages. For example, a congregation that has a large number of
Burundian refugees may also have a number of Congolese. The two do not share a unifying
language. Some Burundians and some Congolese speak Swahili which could be a unifying
language, but the versions of Swahili are also different. Even some from the same country
may speak different languages. This means that language interpretation is needed in their
worship services just like in American services. Some of these congregations have invested
in interpreting gadgets so they can have multiple interpreters at the same time and the
worshipers choose what channel they need to listen. This has also been cited as another
reason for the divisions within these congregations. John reflected on the issue of language
with some optimism for his congregation. “Although language has been a problem it is
getting better with time. Our kids are also helping with language. It was a problem when we
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started, but now many of our members have taken English language classes. For some
school is not an option because of age so we work with them that way."

All pastors seemed to agree that their members learning English is the ultimate
solution to the problem of language. All seemed optimistic that their congregations were
making progress towards that goal.

Cultural adjustments in ministry

In this section, I present data from African participants who had been pastors in
Africa before resettlement into the United States as they compared their experiences doing
ministry in America to doing ministry in Africa. Although all have served only all African
congregations in both countries, many pastors have observed major differences between the
two settings. Most of the differences are cultural in nature.
My first observation is that some found the style of doing ministry in America to be
particularly different. Some pastors observed that in Africa, pastors mostly go out to the
people. In America they had observed that people mostly come to the pastor when in need.
One participant even added that "people come to the pastor by appointment." On this,
another participant found it strange that in America pastors have to ask for permission and
appointment to visit parishioners in their homes and hospitals. In African culture, people
allow the pastor to visit any time and do not feel that he or she has to ask for an
appointment. This same participant quickly remembered that in America that would not be
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possible since most people went to work outside of home and most homes are empty during
the day. Other people work night shifts and have to sleep during the day.

This participant may have lived in a place where there were always people at home
during the day, or he may not have learned very much about American culture yet. In some
African communities, men do work outside of the home and women and children work at
home, which means there were always people to find at home. But, in other African
communities, men and women both work outside the home and children go to school. Also,
in communal societies, homes are not as private as in individualistic societies. Nevertheless,
this have been a learning and adjustment area for the African pastors.

Some African pastors compared church attendance in the United States and
Africa, noting that in Africa, many people attended church on Sundays. In America, they
had observed that many people do not attend church worship even when they are not busy.
One pastor observed "In Africa there were not many distractions like here in America. Here,
there is so much for people to do even on Sunday like sports and church is not a priority for
many people. Also, some of our members have to work on Sundays to make extra money so
we have become like Americans." On this point, another pastor thought the problem was
with commitment. In Africa, at least where he came from, he observed people are committed
to church and ministry. In the United States, people seem busy with other things on Sundays
more than church. These pastors' observations are based on their experience in the part of
Africa they lived and not the entire African continent. The same is true about their
observation of Americans and church attendance although the observation is true for certain
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parts of the United States. A similar observation has been made by Diana Bass in relation to
church affiliation in what she called the "great religious recession" (Bass 2012:20).

These participants are comparing this with their experience in a limited area of
Africa where everything shuts down on Sundays so people can go to worship. Many
participants also felt that worship time was too short in the part of America that they had
seen. There is just not enough time for worship with their members. In their part of Africa,
these pastors remembered that worship could last hours, and no one complained. A pastor
recalled that in fact if worship was too short in their church, people would complain.

Extreme weather conditions also affect worship attendance for their members in
America who are still adjusting to the extreme weather. When it is cold, those that have to
use buses to get to church find it hard. Those who can drive are afraid of driving on
dangerous conditions. Weather was never an obstacle in Africa except few times when there
was excessive rain.
In America, African congregation pastors have to help some of their members get to
church. One pastor explained that he and a few other leaders go around early Sunday
morning picking up their members who cannot drive to church. In their previous
experiences, people would walk to the nearest church.

Participants had also observed that a pastor's job in America involves a lot of
administrative responsibilities like meetings. They felt that there was a lot for the pastor to
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do even outside of the church which reduces the time for actual pastoral work like visiting
with parishioners, Bible studies, preaching, teaching and prayer time.

A unique insight came from a participant who had planted churches in two different
African countries before he resettled into the United States. He noted that he found it easier
to start a church in America than in some African countries. While he lived in Kenya as a
refugee for example, he felt it was hard to bring together people from different tribes at the
start of a new church. He also said getting a permit for a new church in Kenya was very hard
especially as a foreigner. Often people had to bribe their way to getting a permit. Land was
also very expensive in Kenya and the process is complicated especially if you are not a
Kenyan citizen. This participant's experience in Congo was different than that of Kenya. In
Congo there is a lot of community land, so churches do not need to purchase land or find a
permit to start or build a church. However, if you are an outsider, people may not support
your ministry at the beginning. The local people will not come to your church. You have to
partner with other Congolese pastors to succeed. This participant found the process of
applying and getting a permit in the United States straight and easier. This observation
explained for me why the African congregations were finding it easy to start their own
congregations however small after divisions in the congregation.

Understanding integration

I allowed African participants to self define integration when I asked each participant
whether they felt integrated into their church? For some participants the straight answer was,
"Yes now that I worship in an African congregation." However, when they reflected on their
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experience in the American congregations, they said they did not feel integrated in those
churches. None of the participants said they felt integrated into the American congregations,
but all felt integrated into their current African congregations. Participants' responses to this
question indicated that their understanding of integration was varied. For all, integration
meant being involved. For some it meant being included. For others, integration meant
feeling wanted or needed and appreciated. Others mentioned worshiping together and
freedom to worship in their style. Obviously, these participants did not feel as though any of
those things were part of their experience in those American churches.
Those who said they were not integrated because the church did not involve them,
felt more like passive participants while they believed that church members should be
actively involved. Some wished to serve in some capacities, but the opportunity was not
given. It seems from these responses, that being involved was the key issue to feeling
integrated since this would lead to all the others. For example, being involved would make
the refugees feel needed and appreciated. If they were involved in the worship planning or
implementation, they would include aspects of their style in the worship experience. Instead,
they felt left out from the planning and therefore excluded from the experience of it.

Refugee integration in American churches

When I asked the American pastors and leaders the question about integration,
whether African refugees were integrated into their churches, the answers were different
from that of African participants. Some American participants, for example, said that
African refugees were integrated into their churches. They explained their answer to mean,
refugees were part of their congregation, and they worshiped together or shared worship
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space. Two American participants said they were integrated but not all the way. One said he
did not think they ever would integrate all the way, because of language issues and other
cultural differences. He continued to say that they lived in two different worlds and thinking
they can be integrated all the way would be unrealistic.

This section reveals the perception of American participants in regard to the
integration of African refugees into their churches. Each of the American participants
responded to the question of whether they considered African refugees as well integrated
into the life of those churches and what indicated that integration. Responses were as shown
below.
Table 4:6 Indicators of African refugee integration in American churches
Refugees …
Agape Pastor
Agape Pastor
Alamo Lay
Leader
Park Pastor
Bayside
Pastor
Bayside Lay
Leader
Koinonia
Pastor
Koinonia
Lay Leader

Attend Our
Church
X
X
X

Attend Own
Church
X
X
X

Help Lead
Worship
X
X
X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Involved in
Leadership
X
X

Involved
in Mission
X
X

The Data

The data here shows what American church leaders perceived to be indicators of
integration of African refugees into their churches. First, all participants shared that
African refugees were attending worship in their churches. This included groups of
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African refugees that worship in their building even if they are not part of the host
congregation and they do not relate in any other way other than share a building. Some
congregations had only a few refugees attending their worship. Agape church is the only
congregation that has an African congregation that is part of the host church.

All participants also reported that African refugees have their own worship.
Again, this refers mainly to those either renting or borrowing their worship space. Only
the Agape church reported having a separate African worship to cater to the needs of
those refugees.
Agape church, Alamo Road church, and Park Place reported that Africans are
involved in leading acts of worship in their churches. Agape church invites the African
congregation pastors to participate leading in acts of worship once in a while. Alamo
road church and the pastor of the African church renting their space had exchanged
pulpits a few times. Both congregations had also invited the other to their afternoon
programs a couple times.

Only the Agape church reported that they have partnered with the African refugee
congregation to do some mission work in the community. These mission activities included
a vacation bible school at the park and picking up Africans who needed rides to church. This
host congregation also has a couple of Africans in their leadership team. All other churches
did not report any involved in leading acts of worship, involvement in leadership or
involvement in church mission in the community.
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Analysis

The American participants' perception of integration sharply contrasts with African
participants' understanding of integration. In other words, what Americans consider
integration is different from what Africans consider integration. For example, all American
participants considered Africans attending church worship or sharing a building as a sign of
integration. However, when African participants were asked whether they considered
themselves integrated into those American churches, with whom they either worshiped or
shared worship space, they said no. Africans considered authentic relationships, and
involvement in other aspects of the life of the church as integration. Therefore, involvement
or being active participants in the life of the church is crucial for Africans to feel integrated.
African participants felt this was lacking.

There is clearly a disconnect between what Africans consider integration into a
church and what Americans regard as integration. For some American participants,
integrating African refugees meant that refugees were attending worship at their church, for
others it meant associating with the refugees, and for others it meant having a refugee
ministry or helping them out. On the other hand, integration for Africans meant being
actively involved in the body life of the church. One African participants said "We have to
be partners even in the church, not some above others."

These responses further indicate that each group is using their own lenses to look at
the situation. For example, in America today, there are many people who identify with a
certain congregation as members and yet are not active members. There are others who only
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attend Sunday worship and are not active in any other way, yet they are considered active
members. Some American congregations will not ask guests to give an offering, and those
who give are thus considered as part of that congregation. On the other side, any time an
African attends worship, giving an offering however small is a crucial part of worship
whether they are in their church or visiting. Since the Africans give, and keep coming back
to worship without complaining, it could be assumed that they feel a part of that church.
Overall, American leaders believe Africans are integrated into their churches while the
Africans felt being in the margins.

Reasons for American participants Involvement with African Refugees

Another set of questions that each participant was asked is how African refugees
became a part of their congregation. The question was when, how, and why they started to
be involved with African refugees. Eight participants from five churches responded to
questions in this section. The chart below illustrates the main categories that emerged from
their responses.

Table 4:7 How American Pastors saw the Initial Contact with Refugees.
Refugees became
part of
congregation...
Agape Pastor
Agape Pastor
Alamo Lay Leader
Park Pastor
Bayside Pastor
Bayside Lay Leader
Koinonia Pastor
Koinonia Lay Leader

Asked to
use Our
Building
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Invited by
Our
an
Ministry to
Organization Refugees in
Community
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

Invited by
an
Individual

X

X

Previous
Involvement
with
Africans
X
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The Data

The table shows more responses than the eight participants in this group because
some participants cited more than one reason, they got involved with Africa refugees. Six
out of the eight participants remembered that the Kentucky Refugee Ministries had
requested their congregations to consider sponsoring a refugee family at some point. Only
three had responded to the request by sponsoring a family by the time of the interviews. Two
said their churches had given a donation of furniture and clothing to the ministry, but he as
an individual had not thought much about refugees or their needs at the time. One
participant's church had not acted on the request yet, but the request had been tabled as a
possible future ministry. All participants shared that the Kentucky Refugee Ministries
requests to sponsor refugees, brought the refugees' needs to the spotlight for them and for
the first time. Even those who did not sponsor any family said that at least they were aware
of the need.
Two participants said that they had been invited by an individual to assist with
refugees' ministries. One was invited by a friend, whose church was donating items for the
refugee ministry. This participant remembered that the request was in the spring as she was
doing her usual spring cleaning so instead of taking her clothes to the Goodwill store, she
dropped them off at her friend’s church. From that time on, she always asked how she could
help and eventually she became more involved. This participant shared about the ministry
with her church's Women organization which she was a part of and got them involved too.
At the time, all the women group did, was collect donations and take them to the Kentucky
Refugee Ministries storage.
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All eight participants said that African refugees had requested to use their facility for
their meetings/worship. Some participants recalled that, that was the first time they gave a
thought as to how many African refugees were in their town. Another participant said,
before that time, he had not thought about the refugees need for church. "It just never
crossed my mind" He said. All the churches said they had some reservations allowing the
African refugees to use their facilities at the beginning. The leadership of some churches
was divided on the issue. One participant said there are a few members of his church that
were still not on board even after hosting the refugee congregation for some time. Another
said some had cited safety concerns and others said it would keep potential members away.
One pastor said a concerned member of his church warned him that the Africans would
bring their African beliefs and practices into their church.
Some participant shared that the presence of refugees in their church building
triggered some interest among their members to know more about the group of refugees
using their building. Two participants were part of a congregations (Agape church) that had
decided to reach out to refugees in general (not only African refugees) as part of their church
outreach ministry. The church had started a multicultural service in an attempt to bring
together people of various cultures to share in worship.

Although the service was meeting the needs of the multicultural community as
intended, it was not growing in numbers. Most of those who worshiped in the multicultural
service were active and committed in other churches and only came to the multicultural
service for the fellowship. There were on the other hand, refuges who needed the service.
The refugees though had challenges of language and transportation making it hard for them
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to attend regularly. The Agape church put together a plan to help. The church often sent a
bus to pick up those that needed a ride to the service. Days that no one was available to pick
them up, those refugees would not attend worship. Other days some refugees would be late
getting ready, and the bus would leave them. Other Sundays some refugees would find a
paying job to do and they would opt to make some money than go to church. The bus driver
never knew who would be waiting to be picked up and that was often frustrating.

The pastor of this church said that the ministry was struggling to take off as they had
envisioned until an African refugee pastor came on his own requesting a place for his
African refugee group to meet for worship. They offered the African pastor and his group a
place to worship and invited the group to be part of their church. At the end of this chapter I
will highlight further the success of this initiative.

This pastor is also the one participant who cited previous involvement with Africans.
This participant from the Agape church, had been a missionary in an African country for
several years before. Although the African refugees in Lexington were not from the same
country that he had served as a missionary, the experience helped him identify with the
needs of the African refugees. He shared that every time he saw refugees, he remembered
his experience in a foreign country and a foreign culture when he could not speak or
understand the language of the local people. Although unlike the refugees, he had all the
support he needed and prior preparation, he felt lost before his family adjusted to the new
place. He had also received assistance from the people of the country he served as a
missionary. This participant felt that when he was a stranger in a foreign land people in that

Gichuru 144

land helped him and his family. He wanted to give back by assisting those that were
strangers in his own country. This was one of the motivating factors for this pastor to reach
out to and help the refugees.

Analysis

Six out of the eight respondents had no prior interactions with African refugees
before they were requested to be involved. Majority of the participants were ignorant of the
vast needs of the refugee community up to that time. It seems they were aware of the
existence of a big number of refugees in their community but had not paid attention to that
population or their needs. Most of them paid attention or got involved for the first time as a
result of an invitation by the Kentucky refugee Ministries. The Kentucky Refugee Ministries
often sends out requests to churches to consider sponsoring refugee families. The Kentucky
Refugee Ministries therefore plays a significant role in sensitizing the community to the
plight of the refugees living in those communities and in changing the attitudes of those
people towards the refugees. Once they got involved with sponsoring a family, they started
to notice refugees around them and paying attention to the needs of refugees and inviting
others to get involved.

This reflects what Robert Putman called social capital, which is created and
increased through relationships. Putman further asserted that this social capital is mostly
found in faith communities (Putman 2000:66). Therefore, the involvement of members of
faith communities with refugees comes as a response to this social and relational capital.
Being a part of these faith communities thus makes members as Putman put it, "more
tolerant, less cynical and more empathetic to the misfortunes of others" (Putman 2000:288).
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Another important finding from these responses is that, at the beginning, participants
met and saw refugees as a group needing physical help. Most participants reported
participating in projects to meet refugees' physical needs. For example, they donated clothes,
furniture and other household items. Others knew their church had sponsored a family,
making material and monetary donations but not personally involved with the refugees. This
indicates that they missed to notice other kinds of needs such as emotional and spiritual,
which means no attempts were made to meet those needs.

Only one participant mentioned refugees' emotional needs. This participant had
experience as a foreigner himself, therefore he identified with the needs of refugees as
foreigners beyond their physical needs. For example, he remembered feeling lost and so he
knew the refugees could be feeling lost. He was also aware of the challenges of being in a
new culture and learning a new language. The other participants had never had the
experience of being in a foreign country. This confirms the simple truth that people
everywhere are the same. That the basic human needs are the same despite our human
differences and origins. It shows that humans everywhere crave to share life with others as it
satisfies the basic human need for belonging and community.

I also noticed that although all participants said a group of African refugees were
sharing their worship space, and several churches had been requested to sponsor families by
the Kentucky Refugee Ministries, most of the participants or their churches were not
actively or directly involved with those refugees on a continuous manner. My personal
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observation visiting those churches indicated that only a few congregations had any
connection other than share worship space. Some African pastors described their
relationship with those churches as a tenant and landowner. Several African pastors said
they only communicate when there is an issue to resolve or changes in the agreement. When
I asked the pastor of one of the host American churches the contact person for the African
congregation sharing their building, he could not remember the name of the pastor of that
African congregation. He said, "I know him, I just can't remember his name." The next time
I visited the same church after a few months, the same pastor still struggled to remember the
African congregation pastor's name.

This confirmed to me that although the two congregations shared worship space,
they did not interact much. However, that American church's website listed the African
congregation as part of their ministry, stating that they had a Swahili language worship
service as part of their other services. In fact, that is how I had found that particular African
congregation. Most likely using the African refugee congregation's Swahili service on the
church website was for publicity only.

The responses also indicate that these leaders did not invest in building relationships
with the refugees after meeting those initial physical needs. The disconnect between the two
groups is testimony to this unfortunate fact. That although most of the churches had
sponsored refugee families, it is not reflected in the life of those congregations. Some
responses indicated that each group knew very little or nothing about the other.
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Participants spoke of facing some level of resistance from some members of those
churches in allowing African refugees to share their worship space. This indicates that some
church members could probably have had intentionally kept a distance from the refugee
community. The resistance seems to have been driven by fear of the other. Note the reasons
given for not allowing the refugees to share their church building. Safety concerns is one of
the reasons. Unfortunately, there are many Americans who are living under this suspicion of
foreigners based on fear driven political discourse and policies. regrettably, there are
Christians who have also allowed that fear to rise above their call to show compassion and
love for the strangers and the poor among them.

Others said it would keep potential members away. This clearly carries a racial
undertone. Keeping members away implies that those potential members would not want to
mingle with the African refugees and thus the presence of refugees would repel those
potential members. The irony with this line of thinking is that there were no new members
coming into those churches and some had already seen a decline in membership and
attendance before the coming of the refugees. There is also evidence that churches that have
embraced refugees in their churches have seen an increase in members' involvement in
church ministries and attendance. Also, a big part of the American church is known to be
segregated on racial lines which could be at play here.

There were others concerned that the Africans would bring their African beliefs and
practices like the African traditional religions with them into their church. This indicates that
these people did not know or understand the African refugees and were afraid of the
unknown and how that could affect them. This idea also indicates a high level of
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ethnocentrism. Although they admit to not know much about the African refugees seeking to
share their place of worship, they are imagining those refugees' cultures according to
preconceptions originating in the standards and customs of their own culture or based on
preconceived notions. As Eugine Nida said "it is impossible to judge or understand the
customs of others unless we understand their point of view" (Nida, 2001:67).

As I analyze these responses, it becomes clear that what is most needed to help
integrate these foreigners is what Pohl refers to as radical hospitality that is characterized by
friendship, inclusion, and partnership as a means of breaking down the barriers of race, class
and ethnicity (Pohl 2003, 5).

Once the American participants had the awareness of the physical needs of the
African refugees, many responded with action. They wanted to help and invite others in
their circles to get involved. In the process this led to awareness of other needs. Participants
shared what motivates them to work with refugees and whether they had any biblical
support they use as a basis for involving with refugees. I grouped participant responses into
three categories as below.
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Table 4:8 Motivating factors for working with refugees

We are
involved
with
refugees…
Compassion

Pastor Pastor
Agape Agape
church church
X

X

Christian
mandate
Identify
with
refugees

X

X

Lay
Leader
Alamo
church
X

Pastor
Pasto Lay
Bayside r Park Leader,
church place Bayside
church
X
X
X
X

Lay
Leader
Koinonia

Pastor,
Koinonia
church

X

X

X

X

X

The Data

Compassion was mentioned by all participants as a motivation for involvement with
refugees. Even those participants who had no prior interaction with refugees, once they
learned about the challenges refugees have gone through, were filled with compassion.
Many wondered how one could not be moved to help after hearing what really happened to
them.
Although participants did not share specific scripture passages, some had a biblical
theme from scripture that they said compels them to help. The pastor of Agape church, for
example, shared his passage as the command to care for the widows, orphans, and the
strangers among them (Deuteronomy 16:11-14). He emphasized that he believed the
foreigners among them are the refugees from everywhere not just Africans. He
acknowledged there were many of them in his town and since he could not help all, he chose
the African group since they were close to him.
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The other pastor from Agape church shared her motivating passage as caring for the
least of these and in so doing, we are serving Jesus (Matthew 25). Other themes shared by
participants included loving God and neighbor as a command. One participant emphasized
that the bible says a neighbor is anyone in need and the refugees in their community were in
great need.

Analysis

Here compassion seems to be a big force in driving participants to act on the needs
of African refugees. This compassion happens after participants have an awareness of the
needs of the refugees. This calls for ways of bringing this awareness to churches so they can
exercise timely hospitality towards those refugees. It is obvious that both clergy and laity
were well aware of what was required of them in relation to responding to the needs of the
least of these even before they came into contact with the African refugees. Participants also
demonstrated knowledge of the mandate to care for the widows, the orphans and the
stranger.

Conclusion

This chapter has addressed African Christian refugees' experience with the American
church from their time of arrival, and as they sought a place of worship in a foreign land. At
the time of these interviews some groups were still struggling to find a place to belong or a
worship space to call their own.
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All African participants indicated that they experienced lots of challenges in finding
or connecting with a church. Although some were lucky to be connected to church sponsors,
there are those who waited in vain for an invitation by any church before taking an initiative
to find one on their own amid the many challenges they were facing.

Before resettling into the United States, most African Christian refugees had a
misguided perception of the American church and what to expect of the church, and for that
reason their high expectations of the American church were not met. Most African Christian
refugees eventually established congregations of their own or joined an already established
one.

Although some of the African church pastors in this study have some experience
leading churches, none have any theological education, and some have no experience with
pastoral work. However, these African pastors feel that God brought them in this country to
be missionaries to their fellow Africans and others including Americans.

In this chapter, we saw that African refugees also share a myriad of challenges. The
desire to have an appropriate worship space for an appropriate amount of time emerged as
the greatest need for those young churches. Some American churches have had an
opportunity to open their doors to groups of African Christian refugees seeking a place to
meet for worship. Some opened their door and others failed to seize the opportunity.
Although all participants had a group of refugees sharing their building, some acknowledged
that they knew very little about the African refugees, indicating that although they had
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offered them a place to meet for worship, but they did not follow through to forge
relationships between the two groups.

The next chapter will highlight one of the congregations that opened their doors to an
African Christian refugee congregation that came seeking a place to meet for worship, while
drawing attention to the successes and benefits of their efforts for both congregations.
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CHAPTER 5

INTEGRATION OF THE NEW LIFE CHURCH INTO THE AGAPE
CHURCH: A CASE STUDY

In Chapter Four we looked at the experiences of African refugees with the American
churches during the process of resettlement and adjustment into the American life. The
African refugees also shared the challenges they experienced as they sought a place of
worship and ministry. We turn now to a case study of the struggle to integrate into
American society.

According to this research findings, although some American churches have tried to
reach out to the African Christian refugees in various ways, for the most part, integration of
African refugees into those churches has not happened. I refer to the measurement of
integration as outlined in the first chapter. Projected outcomes to measure this integration
included mutual and intentional building of relationships between the African refugees and
American churches; sharing in all areas of the life of the church; each group's awareness of
what the other brings to the table; and empowering the other to use those gifts as well as an
African refugees' awareness of the expectations and responsibilities of being a part of the
church in America. Some African refugee responses indicate that they have not experienced
these outcomes.

Some of the American participants representing their congregations also
acknowledged that they have not done nearly enough to make the integration happen. While
some churches opened their doors and hearts to the people J.D. Payne referred to as the
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“Strangers Next Door” (Payne 2012:18), others failed to take advantage of the opportunity
afforded them. Agape church is one of the churches that opened their doors and welcomed
the refugees to worship with them. The Agape church has modeled a degree of successful
integration of African refugees into their church although they too acknowledge that it is a
work in progress for them as well.

As part of this project then, it is fitting to share a case study of the Agape
church, one of the congregations that has opened their doors and hearts to a group of African
refugees seeking a place to meet for worship, and has made strides and achieved much
success in their integration effort. We will see how that integration looks for them and
lesions other churches can learn from them.

In the previous chapter, John and Nancy shared with us their struggles to find their
congregation a place to meet for worship. Their story ended with a generous established
American congregation allowing the African congregation to share their church building
without limitations or demands like their previous host. While John and Nancy were
delighted to have a place to meet for worship, they still had to grapple with multiple other
needs that hindered them from fulfilling their mission fully.

Another African refugee congregation, New Life Church, had started like most of the
other African refugee congregations - as a result of a split. Upon the split, the congregation
lost their place of worship and leadership. One of them assumed the role of pastor for the
group. They met at that pastor's apartment for some weeks as the pastor was trying hard to
find a church that would offer them a place to meet. Jack knew of the group's need and
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although he had started worshiping at the Agape church, he had a desire to help the African
group.

The Agape church response.

I interviewed two pastors from the Agape church, pastor Dick and Pastor Sally.
Pastor Dick had served in Africa as a missionary for several years before coming to the
Agape church. Both pastors have served the Agape church in various capacities for more
than ten years.

Both Pastors felt compelled to reach out to the refugee community by Christ's
mandate to care for the least of these and to welcome the foreigners among them. They also
believe that everyone needs to worship in a way that suits them.

The Agape church pastors believe God brought the African refugees and connected
that group of refugees to Agape church for a reason. When both groups believe that God is
involved in their coming together, then both groups will work together to accomplish that
purpose.

Pastor Dick of Agape church shared that his desire to establish a multicultural
service was first prompted by a need he sensed. A Ghanaian woman had approached the
pastor at a Wal-Mart parking lot one Sunday because she was having car trouble. As pastor
Dick helped the woman, she told the pastor that she was going to Frankfort for church.
When the pastor inquired why she was going that far for worship, the woman explained that
she did not feel welcome in the churches she had visited in Lexington. At first pastor Dick
felt that the woman must have visited the "wrong churches" as there were many Africans
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including Ghanaians worshiping in several churches in the Lexington area. However, pastor
Dick started to think how Agape church could start a multicultural worship service where
people could worship in a style that was comfortable to their cultural and religious
experience.

When eventually the plan for the multicultural service was put in place, some
Africans who were at the time worshiping at the Agape church joined effort to make it
happen. Part of the vision of the church was to reach out to the refugees in general and not
just Africans. However, the pastor concluded that God brought Africans to the Agape church
and not the other groups. It was during this time that Jack, an African refugee who had
attended Agape church for a short time, shared that he had a group of Africans who needed a
place to meet for worship. He felt God leading him to start a Swahili service for the
Congolese refugees, but he needed support from the Agape church.

Jack was raised in a Christian home in Congo as a pastor's kid. When war broke out
in his country, his family fled to an African English-speaking country. There, Jack learned
English language. He is one of the fortunate African refugees from his country who could
speak English by the time he resettled into the United States. He had lived in a refugee camp
for 10 years before he was resettled into the United States and fluently speaks English,
Portuguese, French, Swahili and his native languages. Jack did two years of university in
community development before war broke out in his country and has no prior experience or
training as a pastor except volunteering in his church in Africa with youth ministry.
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Jack worked a plan with the Agape church to bring his African congregation. Jack
shared that his initial intention was not to join the American congregation but only request to
use their church building when the Agape church was not using it. He said,

The church had a ministry to reach Congolese refugees, but they were not
succeeding. But I was already doing it. I had started a Congolese church, but
we needed help with a place to meet for worship. When I approached the
pastors here, I tried to explain my vision to the leaders of the church, how I
was reaching African refugees already. I asked if they could allow us to meet
here and start a Swahili service. It took time to convince them, but they
eventually allowed us. Since I belonged to that denomination in Africa, and I
had joined the Agape church, they appointed me to start the Swahili service.
When Jack and the African group approached Agape church asking to use their
worship space, the Agape church did not, according to their pastor, "want to play the role of
a landlord." Instead of renting out a building to the African group, the Agape church invited
that group to be a part of the congregation. Pastor Sally said, "we felt led to help, but we had
an understanding from the beginning that they would be a part of our congregation." Agape
church adopted that African refugee congregation as a "missional congregation." This
arrangement had advantages for both groups. First, it provided for support and ministry
structure that the African group needed. Pastor Sally explained,

One thing we had in place very intentionally has to do with our ministry
structure. We are intentional about not wanting to just rent space or allow use
of space, but if the communities will be here, they need to be integrated into
our ministry structure... It helps to overcome challenges when we are in
ministry together.
Since the African refugee congregation became a part of the Agape church structure,
the two have continued to grow in ministry together. The Agape church has continued to do
ministry to the African refugee community and also with the African refugee congregation.
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Agape church's ministry to African refugees.
Members of the Agape church are engaged in various ministries to the African
refugees who are part of their congregation and in the surrounding communities.

Worship Space

The initial need the African congregation presented when they reached out to the
Agape church was worship space. The African refugee group was organized with a pastor
and other leadership in place but needed a place to meet. Agape church met this initial need
by opening their church building and also welcoming the refugee group to be a part of the
Agape congregation. This move led to the Agape church identifying and meeting other
needs the African refugee congregation had.

English as a second language (ESL).

Agape church offers ESL classes for all refugees who need it but also specifically
geared towards refugees who were newer in the country. After some time offering this much
needed service, the Agape church leaders noticed that the men in those classes quickly got
jobs and moved on, which helped the men improve their language skill. Most women stayed
home with the children and became isolated. As a result, the Agape church developed an
ESL program with a special focus on women. To enable the women to fully participate and
benefit from the program, Agape church offers child care services during class time. The
program offers an opportunity to learn the language as well as another level of fellowship
and connection for the women who would otherwise be isolated. The Agape church partners
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with Kentucky refugee Ministries to identify refugees who need the ESL ministry or other
resources the church can provide.

Material support

The Agape church also periodically collects resources for the Kentucky Refugee
Ministries “boxes of hope.” The boxes of hope are filled with items to furnish apartments
and homes for new refugees resettling in the area. Agape church also occasionally collects
coats and blankets especially when there is an influx of refugees.

Agape church's back to school program provides new set of clothing for refugee
children in their congregation at the beginning of the school year. It is a cultural expectation
that kids have new clothing to start a new school year. In providing new clothing to the
school children, the Agape church help the new refugees' kids fit into their schools.

Agape church ministry with the African refugee congregation.

The pastors of the Agape church emphasized that the church tries to be in ministry
with, rather than doing ministry to the African refugee congregation. This allows the African
congregation to be active participants in ministry instead of being passive recipients of
ministry.

For example, the Agape church works with the African congregation to support their
work in connecting with other refugees. The African congregation has been intentional
about reaching other new refugees and serving refugees as soon as they arrive. They meet
the new arrivals, welcome them, invite them to church, provide transportation to church and
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meet other basic needs for food and other supplies. The Agape church supports this ministry
through direct material and monetary support. As both congregations meet the initial needs
of the incoming African refugees, this ministry also serves as a bridge into the Christian
community and into the broader culture of the United States so they can reestablish their
lives.

The Agape church, together with the members of the African congregation, offer
transportation to those newly arrived refugees to their various appointments. They also help
the new refugees understand American groceries and where to find them. Members of the
African congregation, as refugees themselves and having gone through that phase in their
resettlement process, are in a better position to walk with the new arrivals through the same
process. However, while some people from the African congregation can drive the new
refugees to their appointments and shopping, they may not have the material resources to do
so. The other members of the Agape church who may themselves not have the time to orient
the new refugees, in this case would provide for the monetary and other material resources
needed for that ministry. This way the two groups are in ministry together with a natural
overlap.

The Agape church also partners with the African congregation to offer transportation
to church for the refugees who cannot yet drive. The Agape church provides buses and fuel
and maintain them. They have also trained volunteers from the African congregation who
drive the buses on Sundays and other days with church programs, picking up any refugees
who need rides to those programs. The Agape church pastors shared that it was inspiring for
the members of the existing Agape congregation to see that instead of the African pastors
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and leaders asking for people from the main congregation to help them with picking up other
refugees for their worship services, they were willing and ready to learn and drive the buses.
All they needed was help with the buses and they provided the volunteers to run the
ministry. The Agape church therefore trained some African volunteers to operate the church
bus and helped with the process of acquiring the required driving licenses to do so.

Agape church also helps train the African congregation's lay leaders in culturally
appropriate ways of doing ministry in the American context. For example, the church offers
space for childcare but also trains childcare workers from the African congregation and help
hire child care workers for their ministries. This training of childcare workers is crucial
because African refugees are not familiar with American regulations and standards
pertaining to child care.

Another ministry the two congregations do together is a door to door evangelism.
Pastor Dick shared that once every few months, a few members from both congregations
visit some neighborhoods, knock on doors, and just visit with the people. They share
information about their church ministries and invite those people to visit their church. This
ministry was initiated by the African congregation leaders as one of the ways they did
ministry in their African context and the Agape church has embraced it.

Overall, the Agape church ministries with refugees are also designed to help in ways
that do not perpetuate dependence but instead empowers them to become established in their
lives and ministries.
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Structure of integration of the African missional congregation into the Agape church

The Agape church has strategically integrated ministries for both the American and
the African congregations. For example, instead of having a different time for each group to
use the church building, they provide space and time for various ministries that are
overlapping so the groups get to interact. The Agape church purposes to integrate the
African refugees into the life of the church without causing them to lose their distinctive
identity and the things that unite them in terms of their worship needs. One of the ways this
is realized is by allowing the African congregation to hold their worship services in their
own style and run other discipleship programs in ways that meet their spiritual and cultural
needs. The leaders of the African congregation are also incorporated into the larger Agape
church leadership team. The pastor who is supervising the African congregation attends
weekly ministry directors' meetings, so the pastor is part of the overall ministry discussion
and planning. This helps to make sure that the ministries of the African congregation are
well integrated into the overall ministries of the church.

The African congregation also has representatives in other wider Agape church
leadership committees like the lay mobilization, finance and evangelism. This ensures that
their voices are heard, and their views and concerns are represented in the planning of
church ministries.

Both congregations have held unity services for the purpose of bringing all the
groups to worship together. During the unity worship service both congregations worship
together, with all pastors and other leaders from both groups sharing in the leading of
worship. This helps the members of both groups see each other as part of one congregation
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and partners in mission instead of seeing the other as a group sharing worship space only. It
is also an opportunity for both groups to experience the other's worship style.

From time to time, the Agape church main congregation invites people from the
African congregation to share testimonies of their ministries with the rest of the church. This
gives the refugees an opportunity to tell their stories and the rest of the church to hear how
God is using the African refugees in their very midst and ways the two groups can be in
ministry together.

Not without challenges.

Agape church pastors acknowledge that they have been faced with challenges along
the way as they opened their church and hearts to do ministry to and with the African
refugees. The first task the leaders of Agape church had to undertake was helping both
groups understand the cultural differences between them. While there was willingness and
openness on both sides to do so, both groups realized that they had to learn a lot about the
other group to achieve that goal. Pastor Sally notes that this learning has to be a continuous
process.

Pastor Sally also shared that the biggest challenge was teaching the African refugees
some of the expectations in the American culture that are different from the other cultures
they were familiar with. Both groups work hard and maintain good communication in
working through these challenges.

According to the Agape church pastors, one of the great challenges has to do with
supervision of children. Agape church has always had great children's ministries, which
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means that they love and value children. The expectation of the American culture is that the
parents or the teachers are responsible for making sure the children are at a certain place and
doing what they are supposed to be doing. Agape church leaders quickly realized that
African refugees were not keen on supervising their children the same way when they
attended church activities. African refugee parents for example, would let their children run
from the parking lot. Once the families got into the building, the children would run all over
the building without parental supervision. Agape church leaders had to help those parents
understand that expectation. First for safety reasons that children could break things or get
hurt but also the Agape church leaders did not want it to be a negative perception or
impression of the African congregation but a positive experience for all parties. This is a
learning curve for the African refugee parents who are in some cases used to all adults being
responsible for watching all the kids.

Another learning curve raised by the pastors of the Agape church is the keeping of
time on the part of the African refugee Christians. Sometimes those who need rides are not
ready on time, delaying the buses or missing out on important activities. Others might arrive
to classes, services or meetings late. The Agape church pastors shared that they allow
enough space time-wise to accommodate the African time attitudes. The leaders do not want
it to be seen as lack of respect by the rest of the Agape church members. Although it is not
intended that way, it can be perceived that way. For this reason, they work with Africans
encouraging them to observe time especially when working with others outside of their
African community.
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Although language was mentioned as a challenge, it is not a debilitating challenge
for the Agape church ministries. One reason is that the Africans holds their worship in their
language and that helps those with limited or no English language. The church's ESL
program also helps with confidence for those still learning. Some of the members of the
African congregation are by now fluent in English so they act as bridges and interpreters for
the newer refugees during church activities.

All these are challenges that had been raised by other churches that had either
African refugees worshiping with them or had attempted a ministry with African refugees.
The Agape church and their now African missional congregation continue to overcome
challenges of cultural differences by teaming up together to learn and work through those
challenges while maintaining an open communication.

Outcomes of the Agape church's effort to integrate the African congregation

The African congregation has more than tripled in membership and attendance since
they became part of the Agape church. Pastor Dick remembered that the African
congregation started with about twenty-five members and are now in the hundreds and have
outgrown the initial space Agape church allocated the group. The Agape church is starting to
think of another space for the group's activities. Various reasons account for this growth.
First the Agape church enabled that small African group and their pastor to do ministry in
ways they would never have been able to on their own.

First, there was stability in terms of leadership and structure. Helping pay the African
congregation's pastor and helping with training of leaders provided for this stability. They
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also had a church building conducive for their ministries. They were also provided with the
means of transportation enabling those who might have otherwise stayed home to attend
church activities. The congregation was also given financial and other support to do
ministry.

Opening doors to the African refugees also increased church ministries as well as
motivation for the Agape church members to be involved with the various ministries to and
with the refugees within the congregation and outside the church doors. For example, the
Agape church had for years a 'back to school' ministry where they donated school supplies
for needy kids in the Lexington area. With the coming of African refugees into their lives,
the Agape church realized that there were many churches and organizations that were
donating school supplies in the area, so the church identified and focused on the need for
new clothing at the start of the new school year.

Agape church members also got involved with the Kentucky Refugee Ministries,
becoming one of the main supporters of the organization. At the time of the interviews, the
pastors were getting ready to communicate with their other congregation other ways they
could be in support of the influx of the refugees Lexington was experiencing many of whom
were from African countries.

Agape church considers working with and integrating African refugees into their
church as a form of witnessing. As pastor Sally put it "I think working with and supporting
refugees is important for our church in light of the current political climate that we are a
positive voice, that we are who the church is called to be and who Christ call us to be ... that
is important for our congregation."
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Pastors felt that their members have grown as a result of encountering the African
Christian refugees in the midst of their church ministries. The Agape church pastors shared
that their members testify that they are compelled by the African refugees' deep desire to
honor and serve God as well as their trust in God in light of some very difficulty experiences
they have had. Agape church Pastors felt that their members needed that experience and they
have had a lot to learn from the African refugees.

Interacting with the African refugees has changed some previously held perceptions
of refugees by many Agape church members. For example, it makes a difference knowing
refugees personally, rather than seeing pictures of refugees on the news in desperate
situations while detached from the reality. Pastors felt that it was a positive experience for
the Agape church members to get to know African refugees as people who have important
stories to tell. The Agape church invites African refugees to share their testimonies from
time to time during worship services. The pastors shared that the experience has broadened
their understanding of God and the world and all the people God loves, contributing to the
spiritual growth for the congregation. These results align with William Mefford's research
findings that those churches that did ministry to and with the refugees experienced renewal
(Mefford 2008). The Agape church members experienced renewal in various aspects of
church life.

It has also been a positive experience for the Agape church members to see all the
open and enthusiastic ways the African refugees worshiped in terms of celebrating God,
focusing on prayer, and celebrating being in community together. Having the experience of
serving both in Africa and now in America, pastor Dick hoped that the next generation of
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African refugees would not become too American and turn away from church, that they
would not stray away but instead become the next generation of leaders.

Pastor Sally felt that it has been very convicting for her, and her church to see the
willingness and impetus the African community feel to directly reach new people and doing
what it takes like requesting for and collecting resources, so they can go and directly meet
the people's needs. For example, pastor Sally opined that it is easier for some in the existing
Agape congregation to say that is someone else job or just write a check. While writing a
check is important, pastor Sally observed that many people tend to detach themselves from
working with people directly. Agape church pastors also pointed out that the people in the
African refugee community were using the existing church resources positively and
appropriately.

The African congregation has been enabled to do ministry among other African
refugees, within the larger Agape church and the community in ways they had never dreamt
would be possible. Over time, the African congregation has also been able to pay their own
pastors. The pastors of the Agape congregation shared that although offering from both
congregations go into the same pool, they use the offering from the African congregation to
pay the African pastors so they do not have to work many hours in other jobs and instead
devote enough time to the care of the congregation. Pastor Dick explained that since the
African congregation does not have to pay rent and other utilities, they can now afford to
pay their pastors. When they first joined the Agape church, their offering was too small to
financially support their pastors. But since they have grown in numbers and now have some
stability in other areas, their giving has also increased. However, since most of the African
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congregation's members work low paying jobs, they may continue needing certain financial
assistance from the larger congregation for some time.

Since the African missional congregation became part of the Agape congregation,
the Agape church has ensured that the pastor of the African congregation receives the
necessary training to meet the standards of serving in his capacity as required by the larger
denomination. By the time of these interviews, the Agape church had also started Jack on
the track to required adequate training for pastors within the denomination, which will
eventually include a seminary degree.

Analysis

Agape church felt God leading them as a congregation to open their doors to that
particular African refugee group. As the pastor put it "African refugees seemed to be a group
of people who God seems to be connecting with us ... the group keeps coming to us in
various ways directly and indirectly..." The Agape church responded to that call by not only
meeting the presented need but also inviting the refugee group to be a part of the Agape
church. In the process the Agape church moved from a church that had a ministry to reach
refugees to a church where African Christian refugees became integrated into the life of the
congregation.

The Agape church had the desire and the structure in place that allowed the church to
help the African congregation. They were willing to share those resources with the African
congregation. By opening their hearts and doors to the African refugees seeking a worship
space, the Agape congregation empowered that African refugee group to do ministry in
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ways that they would otherwise not have been able to. It did not take long for the Agape
church to realize that the African Christian refugees among them were more than just
recipients of material and spiritual help. The African Christian refugees also became
partners in ministry, bringing with them passion and inspiration into their new found
relationship. Overall both groups have greatly benefited from the integration in multiple
ways.

One of the reasons for the success of the Agape church in integrating African
refugees into their church is that Agape church was willing to extend hospitality to a group
that was at the time, made up total strangers and very different from their own. When
authors Gibbs and Bolger implored Christian communities to exercise hospitality towards
immigrants, they observed that welcoming the stranger is the act of including those who are
different and that "ministries of inclusion include those who are different" (Gibbs and
Bolger 2005:122). The Agape church leaders chose to welcome and minister to the
foreigners among them, which in turn resulted in the growth of both groups.

Agape church model of integration
The Agape church used the “church within a church model.” This model is reflected
within the early church in the book of Acts. For example, the first Christian church in
Jerusalem as recorded in Acts 6:1-7, reflected the cultural mix represented in the city of
Jerusalem (Witherington 2000:179), with cultural and language diversity, some speaking
Aramaic, others speaking Greek, and others both Greek and Aramaic. Prill further observes
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that "Acts 6:1-7 clearly indicates that Hellenists and Jews had their own meetings within the
Jerusalem church." For example,

Hellenist widows were left out simply because the distribution of food took
place within the Aramaic speaking Christians, and the Hellenist widows did
not take part in these because they could not follow what was said. Instead
they attended their own Greek speaking gatherings elsewhere, just as Greekspeaking Jews would gather in their own synagogues and conduct their
worship and their affairs in Greek (Wedderburn in Prill 2008:68).
Although both groups had their own meetings, they did not see each other as separate
churches. They were both represented in the church assembly and accepted the apostles as
their leaders. Furthermore, there was no pressure on the Aramaic-speaking minority to
assimilate culturally.

The Agape church was already involved with the refugee ministry, reaching out to
refugees and other immigrants. The Agape church invited African Christian refugee group
into membership without preconditions, showing that they valued the beliefs and
spiritualities of the African Christian refugees. The Agape church did not force the African
refugees to give up any of their culture or to adopt all theological traditions of the Agape
church. Since the leaders of the Agape church were aware of the importance of the refugee
community worshiping in their own language and style, they helped establish an African
congregation, fellowship groups and other ministries within its own congregation. The
Agape church appointed and financially supported the pastor to lead the African
congregation. The Agape church regards the existence of the refugee congregation within
their church as an enrichment of the church and at the same time shows the diversity of the
body of Christ. The Agape church also regards the refugee congregation as an avenue for
evangelism and the best means of reaching out to other refugees. It seems the Agape church
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employed the New Testament principle of equality and non-assimilation. Although it was
necessary for the African congregation to operate some ministries separate from the Agape
church, their unity is characterized by common leadership, service and other ministries.

This model of church within a church is fitting for the Agape church because of the
language barriers which make it difficult for the African Christian refugees to fully
participate in the life of the church.

This chapter has presented a case study of a church that has in many ways succeeded
in integrating African Christian refugees into their church. This shows that integration of
African refugees into American churches, though challenging, could be possible. However,
not all the existing American churches have the resources to undertake such a ministry or
have the calling. On the other hand, not all African Christian refugee groups are willing to
completely join another church including giving up their denominational identity. Never the
less, there are numerous ways the existing American churches can respond to the plight of
African refugees based on each congregation's ability and resources.

Gichuru 173

CHAPTER 6

CONCLUSION

At the beginning of this work, I raised questions of why integration of African
Christian refugees into American churches is important; what hindrances may impede
successful integration of African Christian refugees into American Churches; what
strategies, if any, were churches trying in order to facilitate and enhance that integration;
and, whether there was any evidence of success via some of those strategies? This project
has sought to answer these questions, while drawing other conclusions.

In this research, a number of African Christian refugees shared their stories of how
they became refugees, stories about life in refugee camps and ultimately their resettlement
experiences. African Christian refugee participants also shared their experience with the
churches in the United States highlighting challenges and opportunities experienced in the
process of becoming part of the church in the United States. Some American church pastors
have also shared their experiences serving the African Christian refugees. A case study of
the Agape Church demonstrates the challenges and benefits of integrating the African
Christian refugees into the Agape church, offering a possible model for that integration, and
bringing to light missiological implications for the integration.

The stories and experiences shared by African Christian refugees demonstrate that
African refugees are a unique population with particular needs. This calls for intentional
learning on the part of the host communities characterized by patience, compassion, and
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understanding. All who undertake any ministry or service to or with the African refugees
must approach it from this perspective.

The African refugee community also has unique gifts to share with the host
community. Their unique gifts are derived from their experiences with violence, hardships,
interaction with diverse cultures, and faith. These experiences resulted in inner strength,
resiliency, and deep faith. The pastors of Agape church have a testimony to this fact. Once
they opened their doors to the African refugee congregation, they were astounded at the
many gifts the refugee group possessed. Tapping on those gifts and talents and engaging
African Christian refugees as partners in mission, yielded benefits for both sides and
expanded their mission potential.

Missiological implications

This research confirmed what Hanciles (2008), Escobar (2003), and other
missiologists have pointed out, that the immigration of Christians from the global South to
the North has missiological implications. Particularly in the case of this research, in many
ways, the integration of African Christian refugees into the churches in the United States has
missiological implications because as Hanciles puts it "... from both a biblical and a
historical perspective, every Christian migrant is a potential missionary." (Hanciles
2008:378). According to this research, every immigrant is also a potential church member
and church worker.

Ministries done by the African Christian refugees in Lexington, Kentucky for
example, are not limited to other African Christian refugees only. The Agape church case
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demonstrates that if empowered, African refugees have a potential to impact the American
population as well. The Agape pastors also shared that African refugees have a passion to
reach other non-Christian African refugees in the Lexington area. As they meet the initial
needs of incoming African refugees, those ministries become a bridge into the Christian
community. Agape church is fully committed to ministry with African refugees in this area
since the support needed for that ministry comes from the members of the larger Agape
congregation. Their ministry reached beyond other new Christian refugees to nonChristians. Partnering with African refugees in these ministries affords the American church
an opportunity to reach the non-Christian refugees as well.

A personal story here may help illustrate this opportunity. Prior to embarking on this
project, I volunteered at a church in Lexington that had a ministry to African refugees. The
pastor of the church had requested me to help organize the African Christian refugee women
attending his church to form a women's fellowship group. I met with the women at the
church on Sundays after worship for Bible study and during the week one of the refugee
women would host the group in their apartment for the fellowship.

During that time, I met a young Muslim woman Rudia. Rudia and her family - a
husband and four young children - had been newly resettled into the United States. They
lived in an apartment complex that housed multiple African refugee families that I was
meeting with. Most of the women had young children, so they were mainly stay home
moms. Every time we met in their neighborhood, Rudia, the Muslim woman and her little
kids, joined us for food and the chitchat session before we prayed. Once the prayer started,
Rudia would summon her kids and leave. I suspected she was a Muslim because of her way
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of dressing and soon the other women confirmed that she and her family were Muslims.
They explained to me that she was not allowed to stay for prayers. I totally understood why
she would leave as the start of our prayer time. So, every week I planned prayers to be the
last item so she can enjoy the rest of the fellowship.

One day as I walked to the parking lot from one of the apartments, Rudia came out
of her apartment and followed me. I thought she had a need, so I waited for her. Rudia's
question was not what I expected. She asked me if I knew any Muslims in her
neighborhood. I explained that I did not know any Muslims in her neighborhood. Then she
asked if there were mosques anywhere near. I sensed her longing to connect with other
Muslims and for worship. She was newly resettled and had no connections at all. Unlike the
other refugee women, her family were the only Muslims in the neighborhood, and she had
not figured out a place to worship. In fact, she could not venture out of home alone. Her
husband was busy trying to learn a little English to find a job. I happened to have had met a
Muslim couple from another African country some months before during a world religions
class assignment. They were excited to meet another African, who spoke their language and,
in the process, we exchanged phone numbers. I promised Rudia to get some information for
her. Later I was able to connect Rudia with the other Muslim couple. The next time I visited
Rudia's neighborhood, Rudia's husband introduced himself to me and thanked me for
connecting them with the other Muslim couple. They had been to a mosque since and were
grateful. My assignment came to an end and I did not go back to that neighborhood again.

Some years later, I was visiting some African congregations as part of this research
when I spotted a woman who looked familiar. At the end of the service, I asked one of the

Gichuru 177

women who the familiar woman was. I found out that Rudia and her children had been
going with other African women to that church for some time. One of her neighbors said to
me that her husband is afraid to come but he does not refuse Rudia or their children to come
anymore. I wondered what pulled Rudia over. I wondered about her husband and I thought
he too must be a new convert who is either afraid or not yet ready to profess his new found
faith openly. I did not get to visit with Rudia. But I believe Rudia is an example of
"belonging before believing." She hung around Christian neighbors who included her
although they knew she was of a different faith. She hung around Christian women whose
conversations mostly centered around how God saw them through their worst moments
fleeing from war. The women shared about God's faithfulness. They talked about a God who
hears and answered their prayers. They supported, cared and loved one another including
Rudia. The American church sponsoring the women’s group often bought gifts for the
refugee women and I took them to the women during Bible studies and fellowships. In the
process, Rudia had the opportunity to hear and see the gospel lived. She felt a sense of
belonging and she believed. Rudia came to the meetings for the fellowship, they would chat
in their native language which I did not understand. Occasionally, they would remember to
interpret the conversation for me or speak in a language I understood. They made and ate
African food and shared the challenges they were experiencing. That fellowship group was a
weekly therapy group for those women, and Rudia needed that. I guess her husband
understood that too and so he could allow her to come to the chat session.

On the other hand, Rudia knew that I was not a Muslim and I was part of the church
that was helping the new refugees and yet she trusted me enough to ask me information
about a mosque. I thought she desperately needed the help. As part of that ministry, a few
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members of the sponsoring church and I, had taken Rudia and other African refugee women
to the Wal-Mart and to find international groceries a few times. She knew we were there to
help. I had established a relationship with the women, and maybe that was the reason Rudia
felt safe asking me for help.

Rudia's story demonstrates the great role the African Christian refugees could play in
reaching out to other non-Christian refugees resettled in the United States with them.
However, there is clearly a need for support and empowerment by established American
churches to do these kinds of outreach ministries and other activities that would bring
together Christian and non-Christian refugees.

I am by no means claiming that integrating African refugees into American churches
and partnering with them to do ministry would automatically lead to conversion of Muslims
and other non-Christians into Christianity. However, if one person or in this case one family
is won to Christ, I believe it is worth every effort, time, and resource the church spends for
such ministries. This is the reason I believe this experience is fitting to share in this work.

African Christian refugees see themselves as participating in the great commission in
their new country. In fact, many participants expressed conviction that God brought them to
this country for that purpose. Yet, this research shows that for most part, African refugees
have struggled and not achieved that mission. What hinders these African Christian refugees
from fulfilling their desire to be missionaries and participants in the great commission in
their new home? This research findings point to several barriers including lack of
theological education and other cross-cultural training, finances, and language among others.
These barriers will form the basis of my conclusions. The struggles brought to light by the
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African Christian refugees in this research call for holistic response from the host churches
who seek to serve among and with this group.

Therefore, this study makes the following conclusions
•

Hospitality is imperative to the integration of African Christian refugees into the
American churches.

•

Host churches must work to build relationships in order to get to know the stranger. The
research found that the most important aspect of integration is relationship building and
yet that was not happening in many churches.

•

Partnering with African Christian refugees to do mission is empowering for both the
sponsoring church and the refugee population.

•

Cross-cultural and theological training for African refugee pastors is vital, but so would
cross-cultural training be for American pastors.

•

While the African Christian refugee community needs a place to worship, sharing
worship space can be a challenge.

Below is a detailed explanation of each of these conclusions.

Conclusion #1: Hospitality is imperative to the integration of African Christian
refugees into the American churches.

Hospitality is a common biblical theme running through both the Old and the New
testaments. The Old Testament teaching for example, expected the Israelites to practice
hospitality and serve as hosts, treating human life with respect and dignity. In Genesis
chapter 18: we find Abraham offering hospitality to sojourners as he goes to meet them,
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welcome them, offer water to wash their feet, food to eat and a place to rest. Abraham
considers the opportunity to give hospitality as favor (Genesis 18:3). In Deuteronomy 10:1819, the command is inscribed in the law "...You are to love those who are aliens for you
yourselves were aliens in Egypt." In the New Testament one finds the commands to act
hospitably in the context of other expressions of love. For both the Old and the New
Testaments, hospitality is an act of righteous, godly behavior. Harris observed that the Greek
word for hospitality as used in Romans 12:13 "Share with the Lord’s people who are in
need. Practice hospitality" and Hebrews 12:2 "Do not forget to show hospitality to
strangers, for by so doing some people have shown hospitality to angels without knowing
it", means love for the stranger (Harris 2004:245).

All African refugee participants expressed gratitude for various types of hospitality
accorded them upon arrival into the United States. However, for most part the acts of
hospitality cease after a few weeks or limited to certain areas. For example, many African
refugee participants received some form of material help from American sponsors and hosts
when they first arrived into the United States. Some churches heeded to the requests from
the Kentucky refugee Ministry and took on refugee ministry through sponsoring new
refugee families. The African refugees were met at the airport upon arrival and taken to
apartments that were already prepared and ready for them. Meals, clothing, and other
household items were provided. This speaks to the generosity and hospitality of those
sponsors.

In fact, no African participant said they were not met at the airport and welcomed
into their new home. This suggests that hosts and sponsors consider welcoming refugees at
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the airport when they arrive as important. However, this research has shown that this gesture
of hospitality is not continued much beyond the initial days. Churches that followed up with
acts of hospitality as requested by the resettling agencies, only did so for a few weeks or a
few months leaving the refugees on their own.

Pohl suggested that the Church must extend hospitality not as a new program or
strategy to win people for Christ and then simply drop it if did not produce results. Rather,
hospitality as a ministry must be viewed as a way of life. This is a new and real challenge to
the contemporary mission of most churches. Hospitality is then a radical, reorientation of
our lives and not simply a weekly ministry with a fixed few hours (Pohl 2003:7-11). It is
about touching lives and making a difference. It is about building relationships and learning
to give and take.

Given the fact that the resettlement agencies support refugees for only three months,
continued support from sponsors beyond the first weeks or months would ease the burden
for the refugees as they adjust to life in a new world. As this research has confirmed,
refugees arrive with a mixture of fear, pain, love, hope, sorrow, and joy. Therefore, human
love and personal care are needed in large supply and as Mummert and Bach wrote "... for
churches, these expressions of compassion become the channels through which divine love
and care are communicated" (Mummert and Bach 1992:84).

There are many aspects of hospitality to be explored by sponsoring churches and
host churches who serve with refugees. One area that is clearly lacking is the simple act of
inviting refugees to churches. While some sponsors seized the opportunity and invited their
refugee families to church, those sponsors failed to follow through with making sure their
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sponsored refugee families continued the relationship with those churches. Other sponsors
failed to invite the refugees they sponsored to church. A significant number of African
participants said no one invited them to church when they arrived, so they had to find and
connect with a church on their own after waiting in vain for an invitation. American
Christians need to be proactive in reaching out and welcoming new refugees into the church,
and most need to learn the best ways to reach out. This research has shown that hospitality is
a major point to connect with the new refugees and that engaging in hospitality has
implications for one's faith, relationships, and mission.

As Christians we are called to welcome immigrants into our congregations and
provide care for those facing various challenges. When we do so we send a message to those
refugees that they are valuable, deserving of opportunity, and that their contributions to
society and to our churches are important. Thus, "hospitality leads to trust, trust to
relationships, and relationships to new communities" (Gittins 2004:126-127). Hospitality
benefits both the provider and receiver because when we practice hospitality we are
nurtured, challenged, and strengthened in our relationships - both with God and others.

Conclusion # 2: Host churches must work to build relationships in order to get to know
the stranger

This research found out that although all American churches participating in the
study had a group of refugees sharing their building, some acknowledged that they knew
very little about the African refugees. This reveals that although they had offered refugees a
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place to meet for worship, little or no relationships had been forged between the two groups.
Responses from both groups revealed that they knew very little about the other. The pastors
of the Agape church also acknowledged that it was not until they got involved with the
refugees that they started to realize how little they knew about refugees' experiences and
their needs. Yet as Mummert and Bach observe, "understanding who a refugee is, and the
unique needs and experiences of the refugee is key to having a successful and meaningful
refugee ministry" (Mummert and Bach 1992:85).

This finding calls for the American churches to open doors and form relationships
with those refugees they sponsor as well as groups sharing worship buildings with them.
One of the ways the American churches can start to know and form relationships with
African refugees is to engage those refugee congregations meeting in their worship
buildings even though they may not be part of their denomination. Finding some
commonalities and exploiting those commonalities to build further bridges between the two
groups is critical.

It is important for the sponsoring church to take the initiative to create opportunities
for both groups to get to know the other. Integration cannot happen unless the two groups
meet each other face-to-face and begin to build authentic relationships. Host members
should make effort to hear the refugees' stories, their journeys from home to refugee camps
to resettlement and so on - then they will begin to appreciate the refugees and the gifts they
bring.
Appreciating one another’s stories and building relationships leads to a deeper
knowledge of the other. There are various ways churches can build relationships and get to
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know the African refugees in their midst. Host churches will need to be intentional about
creating opportunities for the host congregation to interact with the African refugees they
sponsor or those sharing worship space with them.

For example, churches can host cultural nights where members of the refugee
community share some of their cultural aspects like food, games, and music with the host
congregation. Then the next time the hosts share the same, with the goal of creating cultural
awareness and a better understanding for all involved. This becomes a good opportunity for
both groups to interact in a fun way and in a non-threatening environment. Cultural nights
improve both groups' relationships and interactions with each other, and also offers the
African refugees an opportunity to reciprocate hospitality. These cultural night activities
should also be planned to promote a greater understanding of both groups' differences while
encouraging conversations that help them learn about their commonalities. The activities
should go beyond the visible or tangible aspects of culture and ethnicity, such as attire or
cooking, to celebrating how these intangible things add to the uniqueness of individuals and
at the same time add strength to their churches and communities. Food always brings people
together. So, sharing potlucks together allows each group to share their culturally authentic
food.

Host churches can invite refugees to sing in their worship services so other members
can see and experience what the refugee congregation has to offer, the gifts and talents they
bring, but also help loosen some tension for those not used to having people who are
different in their worship. One of the ways Africans like to express themselves is through
music and some African refugees participating in this research shared that they had not
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found an opportunity to share their music. Those that had been invited to share their gift of
music were very appreciative and understood the invitation to be a gesture of hospitality.
Also, music or an African dance would not necessarily need language interpretation, which
makes it an easy gift for Africans to share.

Host churches can also ask African refugees to share their personal testimony, even
if they need help interpreting for the American congregation. Members of the host
congregation can also attend the African worship service and experience their worship all
the way. It might give host churches some insights on how to minister to them.

This research has shown that African refugees not only value but also appreciate
those relationships. This research has also revealed that African refugees are open to such
relationships and yearn for the connections to happen. Participants expressed gratitude
where such relationships have been attempted. It is an African cultural aspect that American
churches can exploit for positive gains.

However, African refugees' previous experiences may get in the way of their quick
response to the new relationships and even efforts to integrate them not only in the church
but also in the society. In other words, churches wishing to establish relationships with
African refugees must take into consideration their experiences and vulnerabilities. For
example, I found out that some African refugees have difficulties trusting others. As victims
of war and violence that was at times perpetrated by people they knew, they have become
wary of trusting anyone, including those who come to them with good intentions. As a
result, African refugees hide much about themselves until they feel safe enough and begin to
trust the other. That means that the process of building a relationship might take a long time
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depending on individuals' prior experiences. Americans on the other hand may expect
people to be open about themselves especially when entering into a relationship with them.
Spending time with African refugees, both during this study and before the study, made me
aware of the magnitude of trust issues within the refugee community. African refugees
therefore need to be approached with patience and provided a safe place and space to warm
up to the new relationships.

It is important for host churches that have engaged in refugee ministries before to not
assume that since they have been in a relationship with refugees in the past, they understand
all African refugees. This work shows that African refugees are a diverse population with
diverse cultures, diverse experiences, and diverse needs. Africa is not a country, but rather
fifty-five countries and a multitude of cultures and languages. Therefore, each individual or
group is unique and could be different from the previous. Consequently, the process of
getting to know the African refugee is a lifelong process for those that serve with that
population requiring that they always wear a learning attitude.

There is clearly a need for both sides to get to know the other for integration to
happen. As Wan puts it "it is important to note the factors that contribute to diaspora peoples
successfully integrating into a new community. Understanding these factors help us better
formulate strategies for reaching these peoples" (Wan 2011:296). He further warns that
unless the attitude of U.S. born residents changes, integration of refugees will not be
achieved, adding that "as important as integration strategy is, we cannot ignore the
significance of the attitude of the local people in diaspora"(Wan 2011:296). Wan like Pohl
emphasizes that "... no amount of resources or services or government effort will prove
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successful in integrating diaspora peoples if the heart and attitude of the populace do not
exemplify charity and compassion" (Wan 2011:296-297). Therefore, the most important
aspect of integration is relationship building. When personal relationships are built, they
become bridges between the strangers, different cultures, and languages leading to mutual
sharing of God's love.

Conclusion #3: Partnering with African Christian refugees to do mission is
empowering for both the sponsoring church and the refugee population.

Partnering with African Christian refugees will not only enhance integration but also
empower African Christian refugees to do mission. This research shows that many
American host churches focus on doing ministry to refugees rather than doing mission with
refugees. While the ministries to the refugees are greatly needed and crucial, once the
refugees have settled, it is important for the host churches to move to the next level recognize the gifts and graces the new community brings and help them to put those gifts
and graces into use for the kingdom. Where such partnerships have been established,
between host churches and refugee groups as in the case of the Agape church, it has
produced benefits for both groups and increased mission vitality for both groups.

The African refugee community has come across to some of the American hosts as a
group that is mostly in need of material help and thus most people do not think of the
refugees as partners in mission. Sometimes they are seen as people who are only in need.
Some American Christians also live the missiology myth that the West has Jesus and the rest
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of the world does not and thus they do not recognize the work of God in the lives of the
refugees. Instead, they see the African Christian refugees in their communities as recipients
of the gospel and not those who could participate in the sharing of the gospel. The American
church would benefit from the presence of these refugees, if they became aware that African
refugees and other immigrants who come to the United States, come not only with their
needs, but also bearing gifts of energy, resourcefulness, love of liberty and hope. Some also
bear profound faith that has been refined by their experiences along the way. These gifts
could contribute to the renewal of our societies and the church if we empowered the African
refugees to share those gifts with us.

Kahl emphasizes this point when he says that one of the reasons for the lack of
cooperation between some Western churches and immigrants is the "attitude of Western
brothers and sisters towards their brothers and sisters from the global south. Thus, Christians
from the West tend to see migrants as 'objects' of Christian mission rather than active agents
of mission" (Kahl 200:331)

Members of the Agape church witnessed the gifts of the African refugees within
their congregation as those gifts were put to use. The testimony of the host pastors is that the
experience has broadened their understanding of the world and all the people God loves,
contributing to the spiritual growth for the congregation. The Agape church pastor also
shared that it has been very convicting for her and her church to see the willingness and
conviction that the African community feels to directly reach new people and to do what it
takes to meet the needs of new refugees.
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This experience aligns with what Pohl wrote regarding the way Christians view
migrants, that "We might also need to rethink what migrant people bring to mission. From
their own experiences, they know well the needs of strangers for meaning and place, and yet
they know how precious are human connections to status, resources and communities. It
seems important to draw on this strength and to shift from thinking about migrants chiefly as
objects of charity and outreach to viewing them as potential leaders and teachers in mission
and ministry movements" (Pohl 2003:10).

Agape church Pastors also felt that their members have grown as a result of
encountering the African Christian refugees in the midst of their church ministries. The
Agape church pastors shared that their members testify that they are compelled by the
African refugees' deep desire to honor and serve God as well as their trust in God in light of
some very difficulty experiences they have had. Agape church pastors felt that their
members needed that experience and they have had a lot to learn from the African refugees.

The Agape church pastors' testimony here brings to mind another observation that
"Mission and ministry with people who are poor and vulnerable often assumes that "our"
task is to meet 'their' needs. Whether their need is for good news of Christ, or for bread and a
place to sleep, we tend to think that we have the resources and they have the needs. A focus
on friendship rearranges our assumptions. What if the resources they have meet our needs?
What if Jesus is already present in ways that will minister to us? What if in sharing life
together as friends we all move closer to Jesus' heart?" (Heuertz and Pohl 2010:19).

One of the arguments made for supporting the idea of separate ethnic churches is that
everyone has a right to worship God in his or her own languages and ways they are familiar
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with. However, the example of Agape church, with its congregation within a congregation
model, suggests that these specific needs can be met within the context where African
refugees are integrated. African refugees within the Agape church, worship in their own
language and have small groups and other church ministries in their language and cultural
preference. The African refugees' gatherings were less formal and led in their African styles.
The Agape church did not expect the African group to be like them. Therefore, the African
group was integrated into the existing church, their needs to worship in their own style and
language were still met.

Conclusion # 4: Cross-cultural and theological training for African refugee pastors is
vital, but so would cross-cultural training be for American pastors.

Theological education for African refugee pastors called to do ministry in the United
States, whether among other African refugees or with other populations is critical. None of
the pastors participating in this research had cross-cultural or formal theological training.
Yet these pastors lead congregations in American cities. One of the areas African pastors
need training is contextualizing the gospel for their people who are now in a different
cultural context. The African pastors also need a broad knowledge and understanding of the
American culture and worldview.

Most of the pastors are aware that they need some form of training to succeed in
ministry in the United States. Many of them are open to going to school and some have tried
taking online courses and seminars. However, some of those online institutions offering the
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courses are phony and may teach questionable theology. Most of the African pastors that are
open to the idea of theological training believe it is beyond their reach financially.

One of the ways established American congregations can help empower those
African refugee pastors and their congregations is for able churches to sponsor or offer a
scholarship to train African refugee pastors. Short courses and workshops would be
particularly helpful since African refugee pastors hold other jobs. The Agape church model
of integrating African refugees into their church included training of pastors as well as lay
leaders. This would be empowering for those pastors and their congregations.

Conclusion #5: While the African Christian refugee community needs a place to
worship, sharing worship space can be a challenge.

One of the challenges presented by the African refugee pastors as a major need is
finding their congregation a place to meet for worship. The goal for most African refugee
pastors and their congregations, is to eventually own a church building, as they believe that
it will lead to some stability and enable them to do more ministries.

Some of the congregations start with few people meeting in one of their homes. As
the group grows, they need a larger space to accommodate everyone. The leader/pastor of
the group goes out to find an existing church that would house them. Most of the places they
find, require the group to rent. Some African congregations are able to rent space, but others
are unable to afford the rent. That becomes a challenge for that group. Some of those who
cannot afford rent yet, are fortunate to find an existing church that is both willing and able to
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offer them place to meet for worship without asking for money. This becomes a blessing for
that group.

This problem, as identified by the African refugee pastors, is for some refugees a
genuine need and for some refugees a perceived need. For those groups not able to rent
space for their ministries, it is a real and critical need. For some African pastors and their
congregations though, owning a church building is a sign of that congregation's status and
success. Such congregations' goal is to eventually own a church building at all costs. On the
other hand, although not owning a building is not necessarily a problem, having a place to
meet for worship and other church ministries is vital for the growth and health of every
congregation. For this reason, existing American congregations can bless these African
congregations by sharing worship space when they are not using the building or welcome
the African group to be a part of that congregation if that is fitting for the two congregations.
However, some churches that have opened their doors to the African congregations, and
African pastors alike have raised some concerns regarding use of the church buildings.

Some African pastors renting church buildings expressed frustration about time
restrictions in using those buildings and for some, the rent was high. Some host churches
have also expressed concern that the African groups using their buildings have not taken
proper care of the buildings and that they leave kids in the church building without
supervision. This issue was identified by the Agape church as well as the two main "learning
curves."

Cultural differences should not be used as a reason for not extending hospitality to
the refugees. Instead, we should acknowledge our cultural differences and find ways of
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working around those differences. For example, the American host churches should be
aware that African refugees spent most and for some, all their lives in refugee camps, living
in tents. Resettlement into American cities means learning and relearning how to do almost
everything including keeping buildings clean and being keen with supervision of kids, the
American style. For some of the refugees, they lived in places where it was never dangerous
to let your kids play without supervision. In some of their cultures all adults are responsible
for watching everyone's kids. What is needed to help the African congregations is education
characterized by understanding, patience and love.

A personal example here may help clarify my point. During this research I was
visiting one of the African congregations meeting in a church near down town Lexington.
After the main worship, there were various meetings taking place where all the adults were
involved. As I left the building, I discovered that all the children were outside with no adults
around. Most of the kids had climbed on the trees on the church lawn and others were
chasing each other across the street and back. I went back into the building and to the group
that was meeting with the pastor. I explained to them all that could go wrong with the kids
being outside alone. I explained that if a child was injured on church property that would be
that church's liability. I explained that a child could be hit by a car while running across the
street. That some predator could entice a child away. I told them if someone saw the kids in
such a dangerous place without an adult supervising them, that person could call the police
and the parents could get in trouble or the children taken away for their safety. At that point,
all the parents got up and ran outside to get their children. I did not mean to scare them, but
they needed to learn why they cannot let children play outside without supervision in down
town area. I also believe they got the point.
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Those churches that have had unpleasant experiences can learn from the Agape
church model. One of the ways the Agape church addressed that issue was by having an
understanding, drawing clear rules of operation and expectations at the very beginning of
their relationship. Both sides were open and prompt in addressing any issues that arose
among them. This open communication led to mutual respect between the two groups. The
African congregations should reciprocate the hospitality with respect and care for the
building they are sharing.

Conclusion # 6: African refugees' mental health problems are often overlooked.
A refugee’s life from all angles if full of trauma. All respondents cited trauma as a
real struggle and the fact that the effects of trauma continue to affect their daily lives today.
Some shared how they cannot shake off the memories of killings they witnessed. Some can
hear the same screams from family, neighbors or friends as they were harked to death.
Symptoms of unresolved grief as well as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) were
evident as participants shared their own stories or those of family and church members.
Children of African refugees are not immune to PTSD either. Some children relive the
traumas they witnessed as well as stories they have heard.

I also found out that some of the men charged with domestic violence have been
ordered to go for counseling and anger management classes by the courts. This suggests that
anger management is an issue and a cause of the conflict. Given that one of the symptoms of
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is being easily irritable and exhibiting aggressive
behavior, it is possible that this is what is at play in these situations.

Evidently, some of the challenges all refugees face are psychological in nature.
Unlike economic, cultural, and other physical needs which are visible, psychological needs
cannot be easily identified. The psychological problems stem mostly from trauma due to the
refugees' past experiences with war and the struggles that ensue. As a pastoral counselor, I
have discovered in participants' responses issues of trauma and unresolved grief that had not
been addressed for years. As a result, these problems have led to other deeper psychological
issues that many African refugees struggle with each day. I agree with Mummert and Bach
that "the struggle for African refugees to reach safety mixed with the shock of adapting to a
new culture add to the trauma. These experiences and emotions create complex
psychological and emotional needs" (Mummert and Bach 1992:85). These issues must be
addressed for the refugees to live productive lives.

However, mental health seems left out of the ministries offered to the refugees by
host churches. Clearly lacking is emotional support. None of the American pastors
participating in this research seemed aware of any emotional needs presented by the
refugees. Even the Agape church did not report any ministries aimed at meeting emotional
needs. However, there is clear evidence that this is a need that requires some attention.
Given that African pastors have no training in other pastoral areas, it might be hard for them
to identify and or help their members.

There are ways host churches can walk alongside African refugees living with
unresolved trauma, grief and other psychological issues. One way would be for host
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churches to Initiate holistic ministries. That is as host churches address physical needs, they
should also pay attention to the psychological needs as well. Once a psychological need is
suspected, the refugees can be directed to the appropriate resources. Some refugees and even
African pastors may not be aware such help is available. Churches that have the resources
can also provide group grief therapies and other support. For needs that do not require
professional cancelling African refugees can organize support groups and with some
guidance they can help each other work through those issues.

The "Self Emptying theory"

At the beginning of this project, I made an assumption that the stereotypical
impressions held by American Christians as well as African refugees about each other,
create conditions and relationships that impede the full integration and participation of
African refugees into the body life and missions of churches.

Participants in this research, both from the African Christian refugee congregations
as well as their American hosts indicated that they had preconceived ideas about the other
group before they met. Some of the American participants had thoughts they had held about
the refugee community even though at the same time they said they knew very little about
the refugees. For example, American participants said they 'knew' African refugees were
poor since they had been forced out of their countries. Some Americans had assumed that
some African refugees were violent since they had come from conflict zones. Some
American participants also had assumed that African refugees were not believers and so

Gichuru 197

needed spiritual help as well. These American participants met and related with the African
refugees from this misguided assumption.

On the other hand, African refugees had generalized beliefs about the American
people and American churches even before resettling into the USA. African refugees had
assumed that Americans and American churches rich and would therefore share their wealth
with the African refugees as well as support their ministries.

However, as the two groups got to know more about the other, they found out that
their preconceived ideas did not accurately reflect reality and were not true for every
individual or group. Unfortunately, those ideas were mostly misguided.

Consequently, I am suggesting a working theory that I have called the "Self
Emptying Theory." This theory assumes that we all come to meet the other with
preconceived ideas about them, whether those ideas are right or wrong. We relate to the
other based on the ideas we hold about them.

"Self Emptying Theory" suggests that we empty ourselves of those preconceived
notions about the other before we meet them. Emptying self begins with self awareness and
leads to awareness of the other. We become aware of our chauvinism, biases, ignorance, and
judgmental attitudes. We also become conscious of our own ethnocentrism. Ethnocentrism
affects both sides when we hold the belief that my culture and my way of doing things is
better than others' or even the right way. The opposite of ethnocentrism is equally
destructive. Cultural relativism, seeing one's own culture and way of doing things as inferior
also affects the way we interact with those of the culture we hold as superior to ours. When
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we empty ourselves of those preconceived notions about others, then we leave room to meet,
welcome and learn about the other on a clean slate.

"Self Emptying Theory" also suggests that we be conscious of our own preconceived
ideas about the other and at the same time be intentional about not allowing those
preconceived ideas get in the way of how we relate with the other or influence our attitudes
toward the other.

Recommendations for further study.

There are some areas that have not been addressed by this research that are worthy of
further study. First, those who participated in the research are primarily from the central
parts of Africa mainly Burundi, Rwanda and the Congo. Most of them lived in refugee
camps in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. This means that the findings of this research and the
experiences of the participants cannot be generalized to all African refugees or African
countries. Other studies need to be done to study whether Christian refugees from other parts
of Africa are struggling to integrate into American churches. Also, the study is limited to a
few churches in Kentucky and not other states. A study to determine whether churches in
other States and cities are engaging and integrating refugees is needed.

This work is also limited to the integration of African Christian refugees only and
not all African refugees. As I interacted with the African Christian refugees during this
research and listened to their struggles, I wondered whether the church in the United States
is even engaging the many non-Christian refugees resettling in the country. Given that some
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African refugees also come from certain countries that are closed to the gospel, a study on
ways the church can engage or reach African refugees who are not Christians by the time of
their resettlement, would be of great benefit to the church in the United States.

One thing I found out about the African refugee community during this research is
that their names often tell a story. I developed an interest in finding out the stories those
names told. Some tell of their experiences of war, suffering, affliction, and refugee life in
general. Others tell of their resiliency and hopeful expectations, like Peace. Some names are
simply a prayer or a deep question to God. As I interacted with the African refugee
participants during this project, I came to believe that learning the meaning of the names of
the African refugees could possibly act as a way or an entry point for the host churches to
learn the stories of the African refugees. The recorded stories would also be useful for others
interested in working with African refugees or resettlement agencies. These stories could
also constitute an African refugee theology that could help the churches working with
refugees.

Summary

Integrating refugees into American churches, while challenging is not impossible.
The benefits produced from integrating African Christian refugees in American churches
outweigh the challenges. For the integration to happen, there has to be a give and take from
both sides - willingness to give up something to accommodate the other. The Agape church
had to step out of their comfort zone to embrace the new people who were total strangers
and work with them. Due to prior experiences and cultural differences within the African
refugee community, it seems a congregation with a congregation as used by the Agape
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church would be a fitting model of integrating African Christian refugee into American
churches.

This research also reminds us that we are called to welcome refugees and other
immigrants into our congregations. When we do so we send a message to those refugees that
they are valuable, deserving of opportunity, and that their contributions to society and to our
churches are important. Above all else, these strangers bring to us the Christ. When we
welcome a stranger, we welcome Jesus, and when we welcome Jesus we welcome our
creator. Refugees, immigrants, those yearning to be free—these are the ones whom Jesus
spoke about when he said, “I was a stranger and you welcomed me” (Matthew 25:35).
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX A
Guiding questions for interview with Lay leaders of African Christian refugees’
churches

1. Personal information: a) name, b) Gender, c) Age - optional, d) Occupation, e)
Current address, f) Country of Origin, Contact information - Email, phone numbers.
2. How long have you been in the United States?
3. Where else have you lived before resettling in the United States?
4. Were you a Christian before resettling to the United States? If not when and how did
you become a Christian?
5. Who first welcomed you when you arrived in the United States?
6. What made you feel welcome?
7. What church do you attend currently?
8. Who first invited you to church here in the U.S.A., and how?
9. What were your expectations of the church in America before you came to the
United States?
10. Were those expectations met?
11. Why did you choose your current church?
12. Do you feel completely incorporated, included, part of, settled, fit in, integrated or at
home in your church here? If yes, what makes you feel at home? If not, why don't
you feel at home? What could be done to make you feel at home in your church?
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13. Have you always worshiped in the same church since you resettled in the U.S.A.? If
not, why did you change churches and how many times?
14. If you were a Christian in Africa, were you involved in any leadership or ministry in
your church in Africa? Are you involved in any leadership or ministry in your
current church? Why not?
15. Do you have American friend (s)? If yes, where and how did you meet your
American friend(s)?
16. How much time and how do you spend time with your American friend(s)
17. How were you prepared for adjustment into American life?
18. What has been the hardest areas to adjust to in America?
19. Main Life Story Question: Tell me your story? As early as you can remember, before
you were a refugee - Your journey as a refugee in Africa and now in the United
States of America?
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APPENDIX B

(B) Interview Questions for pastors of African refugee instituted congregations in
Lexington, KY.

1. Personal information: a) name, b) Gender, c) Age - optional, d) Occupation, e)
Current address, f) Country of Origin, Contact information - Email, phone numbers.
2. How long have you lived in the United States?
3. Where else have you lived before resettling in the United States and for how long?
4. How long have you been in your position?
5. Why and how did you become the leader of your congregation?
6. Have you ever considered joining with an American church?
7. What challenges does your congregation face?
8. Were you a Christian before moving to the United States? If not when and how did
you become a Christian?
9. Who welcomed you when you first arrived in the United States?
10. How did he/she/they make you feel welcome?
11. 8.Who first invited you to church here in the USA and how did they invite you?
12. How long have you been in your current position as pastor/leader?
13. Were you involved in ministry or in any church leadership position while in Africa?
If not, how did you become involved?
14. What is the highest level of education you have attained? Do you have any formal
training as a pastor? If yes where did you train? If not do you plan to get any training
in the future?
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15. What is the vision of your church here in America?
16. If you were involved in ministry in Africa, how do you compare doing ministry in
the U.S. and doing ministry in Africa?
17. Are all worshipers in your church Africans? If yes, are you open to non-Africans
coming to worship with you?
18. Do you have American friend(s)? If yes, where and how did you meet your
American friend(s)?
19. How do you maintain your friendship? Do you interact with your American friends
outside of church?
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APPENDIX C

(C) Interview questions for leaders and pastors of American churches that have
Africans worshiping with them or sharing worship space

1. Personal Information: a) name, b) Gender, c) Age - optional, d) Position in the
church, e) Current address, f) Contact information - Email, phone numbers
2. How long have you been a member of your church? How long have you been
in your current position?
3. How did African refugees become a part of your congregation?
4. When, how and why did you start to be involved with African refugees?
5. What are the main challenges you experience working with the African
refugees?
6.What motivates you to work with African refugees?
7. How much did you know about African refugees before your involvement
with them and what did you think you needed to do for them?
8. How has interacting with African refugees changed your perception of them
positively or negatively?
9. Do you have any biblical support that you use as a basis for involving in
refugee outreach?
10. What kind of ministries do you do to the African refugees?
11. Do you have any African refugee friends? If yes what are their names?
12. If yes, how do you maintain your friendship?
13. Do you interact with your African refugee friends outside of church?
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14. Have you partnered with any African refugees to do any kind of ministry? If
yes, what kind of ministry?
15. Would you say African refugees are well integrated into the life of your
church?
16. If yes, what shows they are integrated?
17. If not, what could be done different to integrate them more effectively?
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